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A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains. By Isabella L. Bird with an introduction by Daniel J. Boorstin. 

1960. University of Oklahoma Press, Norman, OK, USA. Volume 14 of the Western Frontier library. 
256 p. US$7.95 softcover. ISBN 0-8061-1328-6.

Consider curling up next to a fi re or enjoying this book while sipping lemonade on a relaxing sunny 
day. It is easy to let one’s imagination wander as A Lady’s Life takes the reader on a journey back in time 
to 1873 with Isabella Bird, the fi rst woman ever elected a Fellow of the Royal Geographic society for 
her travels around the world. This account provides a glimpse of conditions as they existed on the range 
134  years ago. With a smooth writing style, Isabella vividly takes the reader through a scarcely inhabited 
landscape over which she traversed on horseback, by train, and on foot. Along the way, she wrote letters 
detailing many of her experiences, which were fi rst published in 1878 as “Letters from the Rocky 
Mountains” in the English weekly Leisure Hour. Leaving Sacramento Valley, California, on her journey 
east she described the beginning of her trip, a hair-raising train ascent over the Sierras:

On a single track sometimes carried on a narrow ledge excavated from the mountainside by men lowered 
from the top in baskets, overhanging ravines from 2,000 to 3,000 feet deep, the monster train snaked its 
way upwards.... At Cape Horn where the track curves around the ledge of a precipice 2,500 feet in depth, 
it is correct to be frightened, and a fashion of holding the breath and shutting the eyes prevails, but my fears 
were reserved for crossing the trestle bridge over a very deep chasm.... (p. 6–7)

Isabella also arrived at Lake Donner only a few months after the infamous Donner Party. Along her 
journey she met many people who offered their homes, boarding, and companionship. One of the more 
famous relationships she had was with a notorious desperado of the time, “Rocky Mountain Jim,” known 
throughout the Colorado Rockies for his character. She detailed the abundant wildlife, vegetation, and 
mountainous terrain encountered along her trip, as well as a cattle drive and an ascent of Long’s Peak. 
Today one might imagine a much different way of getting to the Rockies: driving by automobile, roads 
paved in cement, or perhaps fl ying to the destination in an airplane. However one does it, it is well worth 
the journey to travel with Isabella Bird.

Denise Lerner, guest reviewer, Society for Range Management, California–Pacifi c Section, Crescent 
City, CA, USA. !


