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               Minnie May Bowns

       Condensed from “The History of Minnie May Bowns Cox”

                 By Julie Eckman and Emily Olaya
                                           November 2008

Minnie May Bowns was born in Almy, Wyoming on April 23, 1881.  Her father was James H. Bowns and her mother was Christina Spowart.  She was the fifth of their eight children.  They were:  Catherine, born September 16, 1872, Mary Ann, born July 18, 1874, James Henry, born October 20, 1876, Teenie, born December 16, 1878, Minnie May, born April 23, 1881,  Annie, born November 21, 1885, and Jared Harrison, born September 24, 1888.  She had three older sisters from her father’s first marriage.  They were:  Elizabeth Ann, born April 13, 1864, Sarah Ann, born November 6, 1865, Harriet, born May 29,1867, and Charlotte, born November 12, 1868. Prior to Minnie’s birth, five of her siblings had passed away:  Harriet, Charlotte, Catherine, Mary Ann, and James Henry. 

James Bowns, Minnie’s father, came from England in July of 1871 and had taken work as a coal miner in Almy, Wyoming. His first wife had died, and he brought his two youngest daughters with him to America.   He and Christina Spowart began their married life in a dugout.  They lived there for three years until they moved into a small log cabin.  In 1877, James was called to preside over the Almy branch.  Then in 1878, the Almy Branch was made a ward, and James was made the Bishop.  He served faithfully in church callings until the end of his life.  Christina was not only supportive of James in his church service, but served for many years as president of the Relief Society.

James worked his way up from coal miner to Foreman for the Union Pacific Coal Company.  His work required him to travel considerably to other states.  When he was at home in Almy, his work load was heavy.  The mining business was difficult.  There were mine explosions, labor conflicts, and endless investigations.  

When Minnie was born, James and Christina were living in a small log cabin in Almy, Wyoming. When Minnie was 18 months old, she almost drowned in a wash tub of soapy water.  From this experience Minnie states, “My father and mother worked with me until I recovered.”

When she was five years old, her sister Annie was born on November 21, 1885. Her mother was extremely ill.  The doctor said she wouldn’t live.  Minnie remembers,  

And it was then that I learned to pray and to realize that I had a Heavenly Father; also that He hears and answers prayers.  
My sister, Teenie, age 7, brother, Billy, age 3, and myself would go in our bedroom and each one of us would pray that our mother would get better and although it took her a long time. She did get better.

Her father would leave early in the morning for the mine where he would work for twelve hours each day. He would give the children breakfast before he left because their mother was too weak to cook.  Teenie and Minnie would bring flour and milk to her bedside and she would tell them how to make pancakes.  Then they would stand on a brass bucket and cook them on the stove.  Because the children were in charge of making their own meals, they didn’t always eat three meals a day. Many times they were left to fend for themselves during the day and eat what they were able to find or cook.  For a while, an old lady came in to take care of their mother and the baby in the mornings. Their father tried to get someone to stay there and care for the children full time, but no one was available. 

One day a sixteen-year-old boy, named Hans Charles Graygerson, came to find work in Almy, and their father brought him home.  He was as good as any girl around the house, and he stayed with them for quite awhile. Hans was able to help with cooking and now the children had something to eat every day. Charles stayed until their mother was able to be up out of bed and do a little for the family.

On the 12th of January, 1886, her brother-in-law, Enoch Thomas (Sarah Ann’s Husband),  was killed in a mine explosion at night.  Minnie remembers, “I can remember seeing him after he was taken out of the mine”.  Eleven men died that night. 

Minnie’s childhood was full of difficult experiences.  When she was a little over five years old a young woman came to work for the family.  One day she stayed with the family while Minnie’s parents went to Evanston.  The young woman was upset and Minnie tells of her experience:

She grabbed me up and held me over the hot stove until my clothes caught fire, and the backs of my legs were almost roasted.  Teenie fought her until she had to put me down.  Just then Mother and Father came.  She didn’t wait for anything but ran right out of the house.  I don’t remember of her ever coming back.

That spring a woman named Smith and her three children came to board at one of their father’s houses.  She was the school teacher.  The school house was far away, so Mrs. Smith came to their home and taught the children to read and write.  She had a sixteen year-old daughter that was unkind to Minnie and as Minnie says, “slapped me when I couldn’t please her.”  Therefore, Mrs. Smith took over teaching Minnie.  Their father started building a new log house, which was very exciting for the family.  The next winter the children went to school.  It was such a long way away that they carried their lunches.  Mrs. Smith was the teacher.  Minnie didn’t mind going to school, but she was painfully shy.  She didn’t like to recite in front of the class.

On Sundays their mother would sing to the children while they got ready for Sunday School.  She would sing songs she had learned in Scotland, and how they loved to hear her sing.

One day, several of the girls were playing in a new building that was going up.  It had no doors or windows in it.  They were playing Follow the Leader, and all of the girls jumped through the window.  Minnie was last, and when she jumped, she stepped on a piece of  two by four with a large nail sticking through.  The nail went completely through her foot.  They were all barefooted, and it took all of the girls to pull the nail out of her foot.  Her mother had her put her foot in a basin with water and carbolic acid in it.  Just as she was healing from this accident, she pulled a large teapot of boiling water over as she was playing with her brother, Billy.  She was scalded from knees to toes and it took a long while for the deep burns to heal.  

Minnie was a very accident-prone child who experienced a lot of physical pain while growing up.  On one occasion Minnie tells:

One day in the winter. . . Mother sent me to the creek for some water.  I had two buckets.  I filled them and set them on the bank, and then went sliding on the ice.  I fell on a tree root that was sticking out of the water about a foot and it made a hole in my leg on the inside near by body. I don’t know how I got home. . .  I laid down the blood running all over . . . It was several days before I could walk at all.”  

The children had over twenty acres where they could play.  Their father always had a garden, and the squirrels would get in and eat the vegetables.  Minnie and Billy would pour cold water down the squirrel holes, and when the squirrels came out they would be cold and act like they were dead.  Then they would pick them up and bury them in little boxes.  The next day, however, there would be a hole where the squirrel was buried.  After that time, they would hit the squirrels over the head until they were dead, and then bury them.

In August of 1883, James Bowns entered into plural marriage.  He married a young widow with three children.  Her name was Jane Beveridge Barton.  Jane’s husband had been killed in a mining accident in Almy, and the family was struggling to survive.   This was a tender time for Christina and the children. The trauma of her poor health, and death of three of her children had taken its toll on her.  To her credit, she did her best to live the commandment.  She was a devoted, careful, traditional woman, and time James spent with Jane’s family was a difficult thing for Christina.  Her patriarchal blessing instructed Christina to attend the temple to find peace. She found solace and strength by traveling to the Logan temple as often as possible.  At times she would take Teenie to tend the baby while she was in the temple.  

The children did not enjoy going to Jane’s house.  Her older daughters would scare them, so they would play in the fields rather than stay in the house.  
However, there was good communication between Christina and Jane.  James was always busy providing for his two families, traveling with his work, and seeing to the needs of his church flock.

On August 7, 1889, Minnie was baptized in the Bear River by her father.  The water was so high that she had to be helped in and out.  There were seven children baptized that Saturday.  She was confirmed on Sunday by her father.

When she was young, there were four families that would get together at each other’s houses about one Saturday a month.  They would have supper, sing and tell stories.  Then they would kneel in a circle and have prayer.  The coyotes would howl, and the children were so afraid of them that they would cover themselves with the bedding.  (Coyotes often attacked the farm animals).  In the morning, they would get in the sleigh and go to Sunday School.

In 1892, James was made superintendent of Mine No. 7 in Almy.  The family was given a new house, which came to be known as the Boarding House.  The family lived in that house until 1901 when they were transferred to Castle Gate, Utah.

The year that Minnie turned 12, the Salt Lake Temple was dedicated.  Her Sunday School class rode on a train to see the Temple, and it was thrilling for her.  Her father came later and took Minnie and Teenie to the Salt Lake Theater.  He then took the group home.  This was one of the highlights of her life.

That year she spent most of the winter at home because of a condition called ‘Gathered Ear”.  There was trouble at the mine at this same time.  James had fired three men who were causing trouble.  On December 16, 1893, they set fire to the inside of Mine No. 7.  The mine had to be closed for a year until the fire was smothered. There was still the ongoing problem of labor disputes.  On March 28, 1894, arsonists burned down the company store and tried to set the company barns on fire.  Several of the homes were also in danger of being burned.  But, the townspeople were on guard and the homes and barns were saved.

On June 19, 1894, James went to work at the mine in Hanna, Wyoming.  He took Teenie and Billy to keep house for him.  He worked there for over six months before returning home.   Christina took in six boarders the next spring.  Minnie remembers,

We sure had to work then.  I thought I would never get through washing dishes.  Besides the regular boarders, we always had some company, either for the mine or the Church.  I also milked two or three cows night and morning.  Most of the men had Teenie and I wash and iron their clothes for them.  They paid us for doing it.  We were very proud to be earning a little spending money.  The first Christmas after we started to earn some money, we bought Mother a lovely sugar bowl, cream pitcher, butter dish and spoon holder.  We bought Father a beautiful cup and saucer just for him.  
We also bought Billy and Jared something, but I can’t remember now what it was.  My, how those days come back to me now, and what a happy girl I was then!”

On March 20, 1895, the No. 5 mine exploded, killing 61 of the miners.  Almy never recovered from the loss.  Work there slowly closed down, and all miners were absorbed into the Kemmerer fields.

James continued working as superintendent of Mine No. 7 until it was closed on May 1, 1900.  Between 1895 and 1898, he traveled extensively to Castle Gate, Utah, Sunnyside, Utah, and Grass Creek, Utah, as a mine inspector. (Eventually he was transferred to Castle Gate, Utah).   During this time, Minnie served as secretary of the Relief Society.  Her mother was president, and since Christina didn’t like to drive, Minnie took her to visit the sick or wherever else she had to go.  Sometimes they would go to “Aunt Jane’s” house and put up jam or fruit.

Minnie loved to play baseball, and at age fifteen started going to dances.  She loved to dance.  All of the families would go, and they had good times together.  She also went to Church, M.I.A. and choir practice.  In 1898, when the Woodruff Stake was organized, Minnie was made first counselor to Alice Burton in the stake M.I.A.  At 17 years of age, she visited wards and help the ward M.I.A. organizations.

In February 1895, Teenie met Heber C. Cox.   They didn’t marry for over a year, and the girls remained as close as possible.  Minnie later said, “I felt very bad over it, thinking that it would break up our beautiful love for each other, but it didn’t.”  She was reconciled when she learned Teenie and Heber would live in the Boarding House with the Bowns.  It was Teenie who braided Minnie’s hair into 21 braids the night before the Fourth of July parade in 1899, when Minnie wanted wavy hair as the Goddess of Liberty in the parade.  And, it was Teenie who helped Minnie prepare of her own wedding on September 20, 1899, to Jacob Hempel.

Soon after Minnie was married, James was transferred to Spring Valley, Wyoming.  He secured jobs for both of his sons-in-law, who by now had lost their jobs to mining disasters.  They all went to Spring Valley, but Minnie and Teenie stayed back at home because there was nowhere for them to live in Spring Valley.  The families continued to travel back and forth, but Minnie and Teenie continued to live in Almy until Teenie’s second baby, Heber James was born on April 29, 1900.  Minnie’s first baby, Ingeborg was born on August 17, 1900.

The sisters were destined to stay together. They moved to Spring Valley in November of 1900.  When James began working in Castle Gate, in November, 1901, they all moved there.  Minnie remembers, 

We only stayed in [Castle Gate] a little while, when we moved to Sunnyside.  where we lived in a tent all winter.  My brother, Billy, was staying with me and working in the mine.  When spring came we got a part of a house. 
Heber was working in the company offices, and they got a house and let me have one big room and a pantry. 

In the spring, James and Christina took Teenie and Minnie and the children to Salt Lake City.  They went to a friend’s house for supper.  Their little boy had measles, and soon Teenie May, James, and Inge were sick in bed.  Minnie did all the housework while she took care of the children and the men.  Soon after this time, Jake and Minnie got a boarding house with six rooms, three upstairs and three down.  Two lady schoolmarms, school teachers, came and rented rooms.  The house was crawling with bedbugs.  To control them during the winter they spent their time papering and painting the walls.

On November 5, 1902, May was born.  On May 12, Inge was taken with pneumonia and almost died.  Uncle Bob Crosby was living with them at the time.  He was drunk most of the time.  He would tell her often that “That baby is going to die.  You’d better get ready for it.”   

With the help of the doctor and the Lord, Inge did recover.  In the spring of 1903, Jacob wanted to move again.  Minnie had moved four times in the last two years, and was hoping to stay in one place a little longer.  But, they sold all their furniture and moved to Castle Gate.  After a few months, they moved back to Sunnyside, and bought new furniture all over again.  Since Teenie still lived in Sunnyside, the sisters were close enough to spend time together again.  Minnie would put the two babies in a buggy and walk two miles to get to Teenie’s house.  She lived with Teenie and Heber for a short time. Jake was running the boarding house, and Minnie had two rooms there, but the company sent soldiers to Sunnyside to prevent a strike at the mine, and they had to have her rooms at the boarding house.

Minnie remembers an experience that happened while she lived with Teenie:

Teenie and I were living in the same house and she got very sick.  It was before Gilbert was born.  She got so bad that she couldn’t keep anything on her stomach, so Heber got the Bishop and an Elder to come and administer to her, and they rebuked the evil spirits that were making her so sick.  I was sitting just thru the doorway with May and William both on my lap, and those evil spirits rushed thru there like a rushing wind.  It turned my chair completely around and nearly made all three of us fall to the floor.  It sure scared me.  After that Teenie got better.

Minnie and Jake had been married in the Temple, but he seemed not to remember.  His worldly lifestyle was dragging her and the children through the mud.  Meanwhile, Heber was having difficulty. After a nervous breakdown, he and Teenie moved to Salt Lake City.  Minnie went to live with her parents in Castle Gate for a while, then moved to Salt Lake City with Heber and Teenie.  She was there when Lillian was born on 3 November, 1905.

After Jake followed her to Salt Lake City, Minnie took the girls back to live with her parents.  She worked as hard as she could to earn her keep.  Minnie was an excellent cook and seamstress.  She could do housework and help with the animals as well. 
She milked the cows and taught Inge to milk, too.  Jake was killed in a bar in 1907. On July 26, 1909, Minnie received a Temple divorce from Jake.

By 1907, Heber and Teenie had moved to Woodruff, and were living on one side of the John Cox home.   Heber’s brother, William James, lived with his mother, Annie, on the other side of the home.  It was there that Minnie met William.  William was short in stature, but was a good looking, strong man.  Minnie was a beautiful woman, with deep blue eyes.  William was active with his calling on the Stake High Council, and Minnie served in the Stake Young Women, so their paths may have crossed along the way.
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After a suitable courtship, they were married the Salt Lake Temple on April 11, 1911.  Minnie was 30 years old, and William was 48 at the time of their marriage.  William never had the time or means to build a home. He moved Minnie and her three girls into the other side of the John Cox home.  On June 4, 1912, a pair of twins, Emerson and Lynn were born to them.  Then, on December 31, 1913, Annie came to their very crowded home.  After Millicent was born on 13 February, 1917, Minnie balked; she could not live like this.

There were 4 adults and 13 children living in a home of four bedrooms, a couple of small kitchens and little else. Peter McKinnon had been asked to move to Woodruff and serve as bishop.  He built a large home, and after he had been released as bishop, he moved back to Randolph, leaving the home vacant.   Minnie wanted to move to this home.  She and William purchased the home and moved in when the twins were five years old.

The home was heated by a cookstove and a large fireplace, which did not work properly.  In the wintertime, they lived primarily in the kitchen.  The insulation was nil, and the primary source of fuel was wood, hauled from the adjacent mountains.  William kept busy feeding the cattle and chopping wood.  Lynn and Emerson carried wood to feed the one stove.  They could not afford coal, so it would get pretty cold in the house.  Water would freeze every night in the kitchen, the warmest room in the house.  There was no inside plumbing, and the drinking water came from an outside open well, pulled up by a rope-pulley operation.  They used this as a fridge in the summer time, to keep milk and perishables cool.  Minnie, Inge, May, and Lillian milked, tended chickens, and did the housework.  In the summertime the girls herded the cows.  

Minnie was a peacemaker.  Emerson remembers,  

Mother continued throughout her life in her role as a peacemaker, which at times seemed an almost impossible task.  Interference from outside influences created considerable dissention within the family.  There was envy and open opposition to Mother from sources close to Father, who had been the breadwinner to many of his relatives.  But through it all she maintained an attitude of calm, saying to us children, “Return good for evil and we will let the Lord be the judge.” 

Some of the mistrust from families in Woodruff caused much trouble for Inge, May and Lillian.  Inge found work in Salt Lake and moved there at age 16.  By the age of 17, May found it impossible to live in Woodruff any longer, and Lillian soon followed.  

Inge married Bill Hooper on March 10, 1920.  In December of 1921, she returned home to live until her twins were born. Even though Minnie was pregnant with LaVaun, she tended to Inge until the twins were born.  They were still born, and it was a sad time for everyone.  Three months later, on March 31, 1922, LaVaun was born.  This was all very hard on Minnie.  May married Jack Farrar on January 20, 1924, and Lillian married Corless Wamsley.  Minnie enjoyed traveling and would take young LaVaun to visit his sisters after they moved to California.

Minnie’s family was growing.  Each child had chores they were expected to do, both inside and outside of the home.  She taught the children to sew, cook, can, quilt, and read. 

Annie remembers, “A measuring cup had no place in Mother’s kitchen.  Everything was measured by a handful of this, and a pinch of that.  I grew up with a love to cook, but for some reason I could never equal her, in any way.  My children have asked why we never had things like kidney dumpling, apple dumpling, plum pudding (made in a cup), or (head cheese) potted head.  No one else could make it like Mother did.”  

Minnie was excellent in doctoring and was called upon to help a lot with the sick.  She taught her children good manners, especially the boys.  She reminded them to respect and treat woman well and to honor them, for they were the highest of God’s creations.  Minnie was an accomplished quilter.  The children remarked that it seemed like there was often a quilt being worked on in the front room.  She also loved to read and would read to the children at night before they retired to bed.

After the older girls had left home, the twin boys had to take over many duties of the home.  Minnie made sure that the children had what they needed, even though funds were scarce.  The twins were astonished to receive telescoping fishing poles for their birthday one year.  They had been yearning for the rods, but knew they were too expensive for the family.  When the twins were 15 or 16 years old, Minnie convinced William to get the twins a 20 gauge Harrington and Richardson shotgun for Christmas. The twins cherished the shotgun and used it to supplement the family needs.  Emerson tells the story of when Minnie had her tonsils removed:  

In the middle of the 1930’s, Dr. E.J. Caponer performed surgery, removing my mother’s tonsils using our dining room and our kitchen table for the surgery.  I was the attendant doing whatever he directed, such as pumping out her throat, handing instruments, checking pulse, etc.  There can be no doubt that I was the most upset of anyone there, but managed to do my part.  It seemed to me that there was a very large amount of blood.  She quickly recovered her health.

Lynn remembers, “Both of our parents were deeply religious, lived their religion, and taught us to love our Lord and obey His commandments.  Through them we gained testimonies to guide us in our later lives.  I am so grateful for this”.  
 Millicent added, “Mother always told me, be sure you read your Scriptures, because when you go back to your Heavenly Father, He will ask you why you didn’t.  I have found I can read them over and over, and still find something new and interesting in them”.  

Minnie and Teenie were avid genealogists.  They carefully recorded their genealogy and stories of their ancestors.  They took many trips to Salt Lake to research their Scottish Ancestry.  They work is still a guide to us today.   Teenie and Heber continued to live in Woodruff.  Minnie’s children each remarked that Teenie was like their other mother.  Minnie and Teenie’s lives remained entwined until they both passed away.  Teenie outlived her sister by eleven years, and died in 1970.

Annie married Orioen (Tude) Rima on August 26, 1931, and settled in Woodruff.  Millicent married Dominick Revelli on February 13, 1936, and settled in Evanston.  Lynn married Zoe Buck on May 3, 1937, and settled in Woodruff.  Minnie loved her grandchildren.  She didn’t play favorites, but enjoyed being with each one. Minnie would visit her children and grandchildren whenever she could.  She was loving to her sons and daughters-in-law, and treated each one with kindness.
By 1940, William had become quite crippled with arthritis.  His activities were severely restricted as he couldn’t work, ride a horse, or do many normal daily activities.  He walked only with a great deal of pain, though he continued to care for his animals and his garden.  William’s arthritis made it difficult to weed, so he would sit on a barrel to be able to reach the weeds better.  

Emerson and LaVaun took over the care of the cattle and farm.  Shortly after this time, William sold his land to Emerson.  Emerson then helped LaVaun plant potatoes and hay for a cash crop.  Both crops were spared from the elements because of the faith of Emerson and LaVaun.  LaVaun used the money he earned to finance his mission to California.  Emerson married Helen Putnam on June 1, 1944.  They settled in a small cabin on the Cox ranch. Emerson and Lynn ran a mail route for the U.S. postal service, and sometimes Minnie would ride with them during the long days of delivering mail.  LaVaun married Zella Putnam on April 2, 1945, while he was on furlough from the U.S. Air Force.  They left soon after their wedding for Trenton, New Jersey, where LaVaun was stationed.

Minnie and her family cared for William until his death June 3, 1945.  She lived alone in her home from that time until her health began to fail, and in 1952 she went to stay with  May and Lillian in California for the winter.  

Emerson and Helen put a furnace in the basement and indoor plumbing in Minnie’s house. LaVaun and friends helped build a new chimney for the old home. Minnie insisted that Helen and Emerson move from their little log cabin to her home to better take care of her.  Minnie visited relatives close by after that, but did not stay in California again.  LaVaun remembers, 

We had her in our home in Bountiful for a few overnight stays, and then for two weeks, at which time she was suffering extreme pain from spinal arthritis.  Even in her pain she was always helping as she could and sharing stories with us.  All our children loved her deeply. 
 She suffered her first of several strokes here in our home, blacked out and fell backwards in our front hall.  As soon as she recovered consciousness she wanted to go home.

Minnie suffered several more strokes, until she was nearly paralyzed.  Emerson, Helen, their five daughters, and family and friends tenderly cared for her at her home in Woodruff until her death on March 26, 1959.  Helen gave birth to Bill on March 10th, and although Minnie couldn’t talk or move, she understood that their son had arrived at last.  Her countenance beamed as Helen held him up for her to see.

Minnie’s funeral took place in the Woodruff Ward Chapel.  Ray Pierotti sang a solo, and the Singing Mothers sang two anthems.  She was laid to rest in the Woodruff Cemetery.

Minnie was a woman of great devotion to her faith.  Throughout her life, she served in many callings including: counselor in the Young Women Organization, secretary for the Relief Society, theology teacher in Relief Society (which she held for 17 years), stake secretary of Genealogical Society, and Relief Society teacher for about 23 years.  Her patience and quiet faith were part of her strong character.  These traits have become a strength to her posterity as we remember her great legacy.

Other resources:

The Cox and Neville-Stiff Families of Woodruff, Utah and the Bowns and Spowart Families of Almy, Wyoming, by Janet Stacey Porter

Personal remembrances of Zella Pearl Putnam Cox 

Personal remembrances of Pat Cox Bellamy
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       Cox home in Woodruff

                                                                        Cox family about 1957.  Back: Inge, Lillian,                   
                                                                        LaVaun.  Front:  Annie, Emerson, May,

                                                                        Lynn.  Millicent is missing.

10
10

