
Mary Ross Lyons Cairns 

Biographical Sketch written by Mary Lyons Cairns (in quotes) 

“I was born December 20, 1885, the youngest of three daughters of 

Mary Elizabeth and Robert Ross Lyons, an attorney in Ellsworth, 

Kansas.  

I graduated from the Ellsworth High 

school in 1903.  Since that time I have 

taken numerous courses by extension 

from the University of Kansas and the 

University of Colorado.” 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1905 Mary Lyons left her family and home in Ellsworth, Kansas 

and set out for her new teaching position in Grand Lake, Colorado.  

It was a cold, dreary winter afternoon when she arrived at the hotel 

in Granby.  She spent and uneasy night in her hotel “room” whose 

walls were merely curtains separating hers from the next “room”.  

The next morning the proprietress gave her one parting bit of advice 

before she boarded the stagecoach to Grand Lake.  She said, “buy 

yourself some galoshes, dear.”   

“I taught at Grand Lake, Colorado during the winter of 1905-06.”  In 

addition to a small salary, her teacher’s compensation included room 

and board with the students’ families.  She boarded at Josephine 

Young Langley’s Rustic Inn, which stood near present-day Point 

Park.  Her five lively pupils were Charlie Eslick, Bessie Eslick, 

Jenny Young, Jake Young, and Chris Young.  The school was a 

rented building on Grand Avenue, which today is the Mine Design 

jewelry store.  

Photo taken in Keosaukua, Iowa where 

she was recovering from scarlet fever at 

her grandparent’s home 

 



 “On New Year’s Day, January 1, 1907, I was married 

to James Cairns, a Grand Lake merchant and rancher at 

my mother’s home in Ellsworth, Kansas.”  James was 

56 years old and Mary was 22.  James presented Mary 

with three wedding gifts – a piano, a gold, pearl and 

diamond brooch, and a dashing dark green cutter 

(sleigh) with gold pin-striping.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



They set up housekeeping in the large two-story 

home that James had built in 1903 on Grand 

Avenue across the street from his store.  The Grand 

Lake Art Gallery (Studio 8369) sits on this location 

today.  

 

 

 

 

 

“We had one daughter, 

Patience Maureen, now Mrs. 

Marshall Colvin Kemp of 

Denver.  I have two 

granddaughters, Mary Leilani, 

(now Mrs. Robert J. Williams) 

and Jane, a high school student 

in Denver.”   

 

 

 

 

A chimney fire in the summer of 1916 resulted in the complete 

destruction of the Cairns’ home.  The “temporary” move to the 

little house behind the present-day Humphrey’s Cabin Fever 

lasted until 1937, when Mary Lyons Cairns and her daughter, 

Patience, had their new stone house built on the lakeshore site that 

James had bought in 1889. 

 

 

  



“In September, 1912, my mother and I invited the women of the little Grand Lake village and the 

surrounding ranches to form a Woman’s Club.  The real need was to promote a friendly social 

relationship, and with the forming of this club the need began to be fulfilled.  Those first 

members were:  Mrs. Mary E. Lyons, Mrs. Amelia Lehman, Mrs. Mary Husted, Mrs. Belle 

Kauffman, Mrs. Betty Harbison, Mrs. Georgia Eslick, Mrs. Josephine Langley, Mrs. Ethel Curry, 

Mrs. Lulu Mackey, Miss Genevieve Smith, and myself.  Perhaps the most important 

accomplishment of that early club was the work done at the cemetery.  The club women had it 

surveyed and fenced; and since it lay within the boundaries of the Rocky Mountain National 

Park, they sought and obtained a protective lease for its use. Later in the 1920’s, in visiting the 

Boulder Woman’s Club, I became quite interested in having the Grand Lake Club become 

federated.  From Mrs. Valentine B. Fischer (a prominent member of the Boulder Club and later 

President of the State Federation) I obtained all the necessary information in regard to joining the 

Federation.  From this information the Grand Lake woman’s Club proceeded to join the 

Federation in 1928.   I have been a member of the Grand Lake Woman’s Club continuously since 

its founding.   I am very proud of my long affiliation with the Grand Lake Woman’s Club.  I am 

also a member of the following organizations:  A charter member of the Boulder Writers’ Club; a 

member of Colorado Authors” League; a member of Arapahoe Chapter, Daughters of the 

American Revolution; an inactive member of the Order of Eastern Star; and a member of the 

Episcopal Church” 

 

  

Mary Lyons Cairns (left) with Estes Park 

Woman’s Club  1926 



“In the summer of 1938 I received an award for the Grand Lake Woman’s Club in a state contest 

entitled “Pioneer Women of Colorado.”  My entry was a story on the life of Susan Miner 

Johnston, a Grand County pioneer who will long be remembered as an outstanding and lovely 

person.” 

Mary Lyons Cairns spent the winters in Boulder, Colorado with 

her sister Mrs. John M. Fogg (Florence). 

“In addition to my many duties I have taken time to study and 

write throughout the years.  I have sold articles, poems, and 

stories to many publications.  In 1946 I published a book on the 

early settlement of Grand Lake entitled “Grand Lake: The 

Pioneers.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 Mary Lyons Cairns spent 1945-46 

in Hawaii with her daughter 

Patience and husband Marshall 

Colvin Kemp.  Her book “The 

Pioneers” was published in May 

while she was on the Big Island. 

While in Hawaii, she worked in 

Hilo at the ships’ service Naval Air 

Station and stayed with Mrs. John 

Crane. 

  



“In 1947 my first book received a “Top-hand Award” from the Colorado Authors’ League for 

the best non-fiction book by a Colorado writer for that year.”  Mrs. Cairns was unable to attend 

the award ceremony as she was at the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota with her sister.  Mrs. 

Henry (Carolyn) Rhone accepted the award for Mary Lyons Cairns. 

“In 1954 I published a companion book entitled “The Olden Days.”    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mary Lyons Cairns at age 85 

 

Mary Lyons Cairns died on September 13, 1972.  

Mary Lyons Cairns and daughter 

Patience Cairns Kemp 1967 



 


