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Last Bonanza Kings
Ferol Egan chronicles the lives of William Bourn and
his son and business successor, William Bourn II, in this
study of two of Califonia’s mid-level businessmen. A
New York merchant, the senior Bourn moved to San
Francisco as a young man to take advantage of the California gold rush. Before his death in 1874, he invested in
gold and silver mines in Nevada and California. Bourn
II assumed leadership of the family businesses and successfully expanded them in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. While the main source of his income lay in the Empire Mine in California’s Grass Valley,
Bourne II became increasingly involved in San Francisco
businesses, especially the Spring Valley Water Company.
Along the way, he acquired real estate holdings in San
Francisco, down the peninsula from the City, and the
Napa Valley. Egan’s account ends with Bourn II’s death,
after years of illness, in 1936.

management relations in the West. Unfortunately, he
does not, for the most part, take up such matters. Moreover, Egan seems innocent of the works of such historians as Mark Foster, Gerald Nash, Gunther Barth, Roger
Lotchin, William Issel, Robert Cherny, Richard Peterson,
and Otis Young, Jr., and fails to connect his slender findings to larger pictures of western development. Too often, Egan slides over important issues in favor of lengthy
descriptions of the social activities of the Bourn family.
This book becomes in places a celebratory account told in
purple prose. Thus, in describing the transition in leadership between the two Bourns, Egan observes that “for
William Bourn II, the future promise of his greatness was
simply passed on to him from his father as a relay runner might have handed a baton to the next sprinter or
long-distance runner on the team. Young Willie was the
runner for the completion of the race and the receiver of
the final gold medal once he crossed the finish line” (p.
Scholars will learn little new from this study. Egan 75).
had full access to the Bourn family records, but they apparently do not reveal much beyond what is already wellCopyright (c) 1999 by H-Net, all rights reserved. This
known about California and the West. Egan might have work may be copied for non-profit educational use if
used his work to give readers insights into such topics as proper credit is given to the author and the list. For other
western entrepreneurship, the growth of western cities, permission, please contact H-Net@H-Net.MSU.EDU.
the evolving technology of hard-rock mining, or laborIf there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at:
https://networks.h-net.org/h-california
Citation: Mansel G. Blackford. Review of Egan, Ferol, Last Bonanza Kings: The Bourns of San Francisco. H-California,
H-Net Reviews. January, 1999.
URL: http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=2718

1

H-Net Reviews

Copyright © 1999 by H-Net, all rights reserved. H-Net permits the redistribution and reprinting of this work for
nonprofit, educational purposes, with full and accurate attribution to the author, web location, date of publication,
originating list, and H-Net: Humanities & Social Sciences Online. For any other proposed use, contact the Reviews
editorial staff at hbooks@mail.h-net.msu.edu.

2

