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Oliver Ames  

26 May 1876 – 7 October 1935 

 

Oliver was born in the Centennial year of the 

United States and his life spanned the time 

between pioneers and automobiles.  What 

amazing things he saw.  One can only imagine 

the stories he might have told us, but we are 

dependent upon the records of others to 

reconstruct his life. 

Years after his death in 1935, his daughter-in-

law, Donna Brown Ames (wife of Ardell) wrote 

many firsthand accounts of Oliver in her life 

history, “My Stars”, some of which I have used 

in this small biography. 

Oliver’s paternal great grandfather, Ira Ames, 

joined the LDS Church in New York in 1832 and 

after suffering and sacrificing much for his faith, 

eventually moved with the Saints to Utah.  Ira 

lived with his wives peacefully, before the 

persecution of polygamists began, in Wellsville 

Utah where he died in 1869 before Oliver was 

born. 

Oliver’s father, Clark Carter Ames, with his wife 

Frances Jane Beavan and their children, were 

among the very first settlers in Portage, Utah.  It 

appears that Brigham Young had spoken 

favorably of the Malad Valley as a good place to 

settle and raise cattle, and that afterwards a 

small group from Wellsville headed north.   

The first families in Portage in 1867 were 

Isaac Allen, Jr., and family, Joseph Allen, 

Thomas Davis and family, John Timms and 

family, William St. Clair, Sr., and family, 

William St. Clair, Jr., and family, Thomas 

Green and family, Clark Ames and family, 

William Irishman, James Green, Thomas 

John, Charles John, Levi John, Edward 
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Smith, John Heaton, and John W. Wyatt. 

They were all Latter-day Saints and they 

held their first meetings at the home of 

Isaac Allen.  1 

In the 1870 Census, Clark and Hannah were still 

in Portage with 8 of their 11 children.  But by 

1880, Clark and Hannah with all 11 children 

have relocated to Trenton (south and east of 

Portage). The family was now complete and 

included Abraham Charles, Clarissa May and 

Oliver, who were all born in Portage. 

Thereafter, however, it appears that Clark was 

again on the move, and we may find the answer 

to “why move to Star Valley” in this article: 

The news of the richness of Cache Valley 

attracted many settlers, most of them with 

large families, in the first generation from 

1859 to 1890. This rush also brought 

perplexing problems which come with the 

overpopulation of a frontier. Even this 

inviting valley did not possess land enough 

to satisfy eager young men who found the 

paternal homestead, divided among 

numerous offspring, too small to satisfy 

their ambitious desires. Men with large 

families could not secure land enough to 

"settle their sons around them." Thus, in the 

latter years of this first generation, many of 

Cache Valley's sons sought lands outside for 

new and more abundant homes and farms. 

In the early 1880' s Thomas E. Ricks led a 

group of Cache Valley people into the upper 

Snake River Valley where they founded 

Rexburg and Rigby. Many other young men 

from the valley followed these first settlers. 

In the 1890's Charles O. Card led a group of 

Cache Valley residents to the province of 

Alberta, Canada, where they founded 

Cardston and other Mormon settlements. 

Many other young men followed the first 



 

 

settlers ambitiously seeking more extensive 

farm and range lands. George Lake from 

Oxford and Lorenzo Hatch from Franklin 

began the "trek" to Arizona. The McCombs 

and the Barbers and others found rich 

range land in Star Valley, Wyoming. 2 

Clark Carter Ames and Ole Andersen Jensen 

both moved from Cache Valley to Fairview, Star 

Valley, Wyoming, in early 1890.  That proved to 

be providential for Oliver who was now 14 

years old.  Ole Jensen’s first wife, Margaret Ann, 

and their younger daughter Sarah moved to be 

with Ole 3 years later in 1893 when Sarah was 

15.  In another 3 years, On November 2, 1896, 

Oliver and Sarah Ann were married.  Oliver was 

20 and Sarah Ann was 18. 

A year later, 8 December 1897, in Fairview, 

their first child was born … Oliver Jensen Ames.   

“To the union of Oliver Ames and Sarah Ann 

Jensen were born two sons and four 

daughters – Oliver Jr, [Oliver Jensen Ames 

1897-1984], Olive [Olive May Ames Ely],  

Sarah Vilate [1900-1900], Annie [Annie 

Viola Ames Corsi 1902-1985], Georgia Fay 

[1907-1907] and Ardell [William Ardell 

Ames 1910-1979].  

“[Ardell]was born in the home of his 

grandmother, Margaret Ann Jolley Jensen in 

Fairview, Wyoming, a small community in 

Star Valley. 

“When Ardell was a small baby, his mother 

was called upon to provide care for her 

[husband’s] niece Clara Belle Stevens [Clara 

Belle Stevens Hill 1911-2002] whose mother 

had died when she was born.  Clara Belle’s 
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father was … unable to care for the new 

baby.  Therefore, he gave Clara Belle to 

Sarah Ann to rear.  She took the baby girl as 

her own and nursed and cared for her right 

along with Ardell. 

“Together the children enjoyed a happy 

childhood under the tender care of Sarah 

Ann who was a loving mother, as well as an 

efficient homemaker, a skilled seamstress, 

and a very good cook. …Clara Belle lived 

with the Ames family until she was about 

ten years of age.  At that time, her father 

remarried and took his daughter to live with 

him and her stepmother.  However, it was 

not many years before Clarabelle returned 

to live with the family she loved and 

considered her own.”3 

Oliver began ranching in Etna while still living in 

Fairview.  His son, Oliver Jensen Ames, 

remembered those days:   

“I used to always like to go with Dad to the 

ranch [in Etna] whenever he’d go down there, I 

used to go down with him. 

It took us a full day to make 35 miles from 

Fairview to our ranch. We’d stop in “the 

narrows” for lunch, and let the horses eat and 

rest, and then we’d go on down to the ranch. … 

Just he and I would go generally, but we used to 

go back and forth.  We’d go down there to the 

ranch, and then we’d come back to Fairview for 

the winter, we stayed in Fairview in the winter 

time.”4 

They frequently stayed for the whole summer. 

According to Oliver Jr, his father Oliver and 

Sarah Ann sold a ranch in Fairview and then 

3 “My Stars”, Donna Brown Ames.  This biography 
can be found on LDS Family Search linked to Ardell 
Ames. 
4 “Oliver Jensen Ames Life.”  This biography can be 
found on LDS Family Search linked to Oliver Jensen 
Ames. 



 

 

moved the family to Etna to “prove up on it” ….  

A Homestead Act requirement.   He said, “He 

had to go down and do so much work on it to 

hold it, and that’s what we did.” 

This is the account from Donna Brown Ames, 

the wife of Oliver and Sarah Ann’s second son, 

Ardell: 

 “About1905, the Oliver Ames family moved 

from Fairview to Amesville, a small town 

five miles north of Etna, to prove up on a 

homestead of 160 acres of free land 

granted by the U.S. government to 

encourage settlement in Lower Star Valley.  

The homestead was equidistant between 

Etna and Alpine, Wyoming.  The land was 

fertile, but covered with sagebrush that had 

to be pulled up and burned before the land 

could be cultivated.  Ardell and Oliver Jr. 

believed they were true pioneers, because 

they pulled up so much sagebrush through 

the years. 

“,,,[Oliver] loved to fish and hunt, and he 

taught [his boys] those skills at an early age.  

[He] used to get on his favorite saddle horse 

and ride about one mile west of the ranch 

to where the Salt River flowed.  It was a 

wonderful fishing stream, and [he]would 

ride his horse into the middle of the river 

and fish from his horse’s back.  He fished 

until he had a burlap sack filled with native 

trout. 

Oliver had a number of draft horses with 

which to plow, harrow, plant and put up 

hay.  The boys were expected to help.  He 

had the reputation of being able to pitch 

hay faster than anyone in Star Valley.“5  

Again, per his son Oliver’s memory: “At one 

time, he and Lon Kennington shared a ranch in 

Fairview.  They sheared sheep in the spring and 
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ranched year-round.  We lived in a two-room 

log cabin with an outhouse.”   

 Oliver was also a fine musician.  He played the 

coronet in the Fairview Band that provided 

music and fun for parades and dances in and 

around Star Valley. 

Oliver and Sarah had 6 children.  Sarah Valate 

lived for just 6 days in November 1900.  Georgia 

Fay, was born in 1907 and lived for just one 

month. 

Oliver Jensen Ames [O.J.], his eldest son 

married Etta Margaret Corsi, 8 February 1917. 

Two years later, Annie Viola married Etta’s 

brother - George Elmo Corsi, 27 September 

1919. 

Olive May married Clifford Ely, 6 March 1922. 

So then, all but Ardell and Clara Belle were 

married and on their own.  And__ 

“In 1922, Oliver bid on a government 

contract to run the U.S. mail from Afton to 

Alpine - a distance of thirty-five miles.  He 

was successful in his bid and therefore, 

moved Sarah, Ardell, and Clara Belle to 

Afton.”6  [Ardell was 12 years old when they 

moved to Afton.  Clara Belle was eleven.) 

Oliver Jr. and his dad ran the mail from 

Afton to Alpine and then worked on the 

ranch after the mail had been delivered.  

Meanwhile, Oliver Jr. was also attending 

Normal School to obtain a certificate that 

would allow him to teach High School.  He 

began teaching math to younger grades 

when he was in the 8th grade, and Oliver Sr 

had always wanted his son to have an 

actual teaching certificate.  There were not 

many vocations in Star Valley at the time 

other than ranching, farming and teaching.  

6 Ibid pg. 16  



 

 

(Oliver Jr. did finally have a successful 

business in town, the A and N Success 

Market, and a trucking company – both in 

addition to finishing his education and 

teaching high school.)  

Meanwhile, the move to Afton included not 

only Oliver Ames, Sr. and his wife Sarah Ann 

Jensen Ames, with their foster daughter Clara 

Belle Stevens and their youngest son Ardell, but 

eventually Oliver Jr and his wife Etta Margaret 

Corsi as well as their 3 children.  

Not long after the move to Afton, Wyla Taysom 

Ames, the “future wife” of Harry Corsi Ames, 

recalled vividly walking by Oliver Ames’ house 

on her way home from school each day.  She 

said Oliver was a “big man!”  And she remarked 

frequently how she saw Etta sitting on the front 

porch of Oliver and Sarah’s home, looking like 

an angel, pale and beautiful.  Etta died there in 

1923 of heart failure.  She had been sick for 

several years.  

 Now, in addition to Ardell and Clara Belle, they 

continued to give loving care to their three 

grandchildren:  Harry Corsi Ames, Leota Fay 

Ames, and Kenneth Clifford Ames who were 

respectively 6, 4 and 3 years old.  Their father, 

Oliver Ames Jr, continued teaching which often 

required days away from home as his 

assignments included several schools in the 

Uinta County School District (now Lincoln.) 

In 1926, O.J. married Ethel Baley and they 

moved to their own home with the 3 children. 

Continuing with Donna Brown Ames description 

of life in those days: 

“In 1930, Oliver [Senior] bid and won the 

contract to run the mail from Montpelier 

Idaho to Afton, fifty miles.  The road from 

Montpelier to Afton was at first nothing 

more than a cow or game trail.  It later 
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developed into a narrow and dangerous 

road over which new settlers streamed into 

Star Valley with all their worldly goods.  

After the original settlers entered the 

valley, the road was improved enough so 

that a hardy breed of men called 

“freighters” could transport goods from the 

railroad station at Montpelier, Idaho to Star 

Valley.  To do this in the summer, a 

powerful team of horses was required, as 

well as a wide-box wagon.  In the winter a 

heavy sleigh could transport two tons of 

freight over the road.  Colorful names 

describing local lore were given to 

landmarks along the road, such as Whiskey 

Flat, Sampson’s Tree, Halfway House, Salt 

Works, Fanny’s Hole, Snowslide, The Elbow, 

Camp Give Out, and others. 

“Oliver, with the help of his two sons O.J. 

and Ardell, began running the mail with 

teams and sleighs in the winter and teams 

and wagons the rest of the year.  By 1931, 

the Wyoming highway department was 

maintaining the road in passable conditions 

during the winter.  Consequently, [Oliver] 

purchased two, one and a half ton Ford 

trucks to run the mail.  O.J. (Oliver Jr) lived 

in Montpelier and ran one of the trucks.  

Ardell and his father lived in Afton and ran 

the other truck.  Each day the two trucks 

met at the halfway point, exchanged mail, 

freight, and - occasionally -passengers and 

then returned to their respective towns. 

“[Sarah} was an active member of the [LDS] 

Church and attended the Afton Ward 

regularly.  [Oliver] who loved his daily 

coffee and black cigars, did not feel 

comfortable attending church, but he 

encouraged his wife and son to go and 

drove them to the church and picked them 

up after the meetings.”7 



 

 

Another interesting “note” about Oliver by 

Donna: “Ardell and I had been engaged just 

a few months when Apostle George F. 

Richards married us in the Salt Lake Temple 

on September 2, 1931.  I was sixteen years 

old and Ardell was twenty-one.  Ardell’s 

parents and my mother accompanied us to 

the temple in Salt Lake City…  

“Ardell’s father had driven us to Salt Lake in 

his car.  He loved to smoke big black cigars 

and so was not able to go to the temple 

with us.  It took us all day to go through the 

temple.  When we came out, we found Mr. 

Ames chewing on his cigar in a rage.  He had 

been given a traffic ticket for making an 

illegal turn around the Eagle Gate.  Believe 

me, we lost no time starting for home.  We 

got as far as Preston where we stayed 

overnight in the Preston Hotel.  The next 

morning, we hurried to Afton to see to the 

mail.  Ardell and I didn’t have much of a 

honeymoon__ 

“Back home in Afton we moved in with 

Ardell’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Ames. (I 

always called them Mr. and Mrs. Ames 

because I had parents of my own and didn’t 

think it was proper to call Ardell’s parents 

Mother and Father).  Mr. and Mrs. Ames 

lived in a modest home in Afton during the 

period of the mail contract.  Their home 

had a big front porch and one very small 

bedroom, one large bedroom where Ardell 

and I slept, and a dining room that served 

as a third bedroom where Mr. and Mrs. 

Ames slept.  The kitchen had a wood-

burning stove, a small table and chairs, a 
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wash bowl and a bucket with which to carry 

water from the spring into the house.”8  

(Clara Belle had married Henry Linwood 

Stephens in 1929 and was no longer in the 

home. 9) 

“Mr. Ames was a tall, {thin}10 man who had 

the reputation of being a very hard 

worker.11  Mrs. Ames [Sarah Ann] was very 

petite, quiet, submissive, and waited on Mr. 

Ames hand and foot.  She arose early each 

morning to get the fire burning in the stove 

and began to heat the coffee and prepare 

breakfast. 

“After Mr. Ames and Ardell had eaten 

breakfast, they left to collect the mail.  Mrs. 

Ames then commenced her weekly routine.  

Water was carried from the spring into the 

house to do the washing on Monday.  She 

ironed the clothes on Tuesday, mended on 

Wednesday, cleaned the house on 

Thursday, baked on Friday, and then did 

everything on Saturday that had not been 

done during the week.  On Sunday, Mrs. 

Ames, Ardell and I attended church at the 

Afton South Ward.  On Monday, the routine 

began all over.  Mrs. Ames always watched 

for her husband and Ardell to return at the 

end of the day.  She would look out the 

window toward Fairview until she saw 

someone coming down the dirt road.  Then 

she would say, “That’s Pa’s dust, we’d 

better get the supper on.:  She could tell 

nearly every time that it was Mr. Ames 

returning home on the Crow Creek Road.  

Mrs. Ames lived her life for Pa.  She stayed 

home all the time except to attend church 

Ethel Baley. Clara Belle remained with them until she 
married. 
10 We have other references that identify Oliver as a 
“big man.”  His son Oliver Jr said his father was 6’1” 
and weighed 260 lb.  This could be a misprint or a 
memory of a much younger man. 
 



 

 

on Sundays.  Mr. Ames believed that a 

woman’s place was in the home.  He 

wanted Mrs. Ames there when he came 

home, and she always did what he 

wanted.”12 

“During the Great Depression that began in 

1929, Ardell and Mr. Ames ran the U.S. mail 

from Afton to Montpelier, Idaho.  They had 

that contract for about four years.  

Therefore, we didn’t worry much about the 

Depression because Ardell had a job, and 

we had money for our needs.  We were on 

of the few lucky ones who had any money 

during that difficult time. 

“The mail contract required carrying not 

only mail, but also parcel post, freight, and 

passengers.  I always wanted to go on the 

mail truck with Ardell.  Mr. Ames thought I 

should stay home to help Mrs. Ames.  I told 

him that I hadn’t gotten married to stay 

home.  Finally, he accepted my going, but 

told me that if they picked up a passenger, I 

would have to sit on top of the mail sacks to 

make room for the passenger in the front of 

the truck.  Ardell always arranged the sacks 

to make it as comfortable as possible for 

me, so riding on the mail sacks suited me 

just fine. 

“One lovely October day, a very special 

passenger was waiting at the post office in 

Montpelier for a ride to Afton.  It was Elder 

George Albert Smith, a member of the 

Quorum of Twelve Apostles who later 

became the president of the Church.   Well, 

you can guess who rode on the mail sacks 

again.  After stake conference, we drove 

Elder Smith back to Montpelier in our red 

Chevrolet car.  Susie Shumway, Ardell’s 

aunt, rode with us.  We were part way up 

the canyon when Susie asked Ardell to stop 

so she could pick some flowers.  Ardell 
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obliged her.  Susie scurried up the hill.  

Before long, she was back in the car empty-

handed.  With a twinkle in his eye, Elder 

Smith asked “Where are the beautiful 

flowers, Sister Shumway?”  She was very 

embarrassed, but we all had a good laugh.  I 

didn’t think much about this encounter with 

Elder George Albert Smith at the time, but I 

surely have since.  It was and honor and a 

privilege to be in his presence.13 

In 1933, expecting a baby, Ardell and Donna 

moved into a tiny rented home of their 

own.  She recorded another memory or two 

of Great Grandfather Oliver that took place 

at that time__ 

“Lea Rae [Ardell and Donna’s first child] was 

born on April 9, 1934.  Dr. Trelor came to 

our home to deliver her.  The fee for 

delivering babies in Star Valley was still $10.  

We had bought a white, wicker basket for 

our new baby to sleep in.  When Lea Rae 

was born, Ardell retrieved it from the attic, 

and we put our beautiful, black haired baby 

in it.  She fussed and cried most of the 

night.  The next morning, we discovered 

that she had practically been eaten alive by 

bedbugs.  Mr. Ames came to see the baby.  

When he heard about the bedbugs, he took 

Lea Rae in one arm and the basket in the 

other and left.  He took the basket to his 

home and set it on top of an anthill.  It 

wasn’t long before all the bedbugs had 

been carried off and eaten by the ants. 

“When Lea Rae was very small we took a 

trip to Yellowstone Park.  Mr. Ames and 

Ardell wanted to fish.  Mr. Ames pulled a 

big fish out of the water, then threw his line 

back, and the fish landed in one of the hot 

pools.  The hot water quickly boiled the 

meat right off the bones of that fish.  Mr. 

Ames was so made that he kicked at the 

13 Ibid Pg. 21. 



 

 

fish.  My, how he howled when the hot 

water burned his foot right through his 

shoe.”14 

 

In July 1934, a gentleman by the name of Hy 

Cranny underbid Oliver for the Afton to 

Montpelier mail route and the government 

contract came to an end in July 1934.  Oliver 

and Sarah decided to move back to their ranch 

north of Etna.  It was in Amesville, five miles 

north of Etna.  Donna recalled “The ranch was 

beyond the paved road.  We could only drive a 

car as far as Ken Holbrook’s farm.  There we 

would park the car and take a team and buggy 

(a sleigh in the winter) to travel the final two 

miles along a dirt track to the ranch. 

“While we were still living in Afton, Mr. Ames 

had a big house built on the ranch.  It was 

probably the best-built house in Star Valley at 

the time.  Chick Baumert a skilled German 

carpenter, built it.  Mr. Ames had the best 

materials put into building the house.  It was 

the only home in the area to have electricity, 

because Mr. Ames installed a gas-powered 

Delco generating system.  Every night when it 

started to get dark, we went to the garage, 

started up the Delco system, and the lights 

went on in both the house and the yard. 

“The Ames had the first telephone in Etna.  It 

was a mechanical contraption that hung on the 

wall.  It had a hand crank which you turned in 

order to be connected with the operator who 

would then connect you to the other party.  

People as far away as Alpine, five miles north of 

the ranch would come to our house to use the 

telephone.”15 

Oliver and Sarah moved into their new home on 

the ranch. Ardell and Donna lived with them for 

a while, but soon built their own little white 
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home about 200 feet north of the big ranch 

house. 

“[Oliver and Sarah Ann] were not able to enjoy 

their new home for long.  Just fifteen months 

after they moved to the ranch Mr. Ames died of 

a brain hemorrhage on October 7 1935.  The 

night before he died, Mr. Ames came to our 

hose to see Lea Rae who was just 18 months 

old.  She was asleep.  Mr. Ames went to her 

crib, kissed her, and said, “Whatever you do, 

take good care of my baby.” The next morning, 

he was dead. 

“The sun went down and never came up again 

for Mrs. Ames when her husband died.  She 

missed him so much.  One night, she heard 

something walking around upstairs and then 

coming down the stairs. She was terrified and 

ran to our house.  Ardell went to investigate 

and found our big white dog trying to get out of 

the house.  We had no idea how he got in.  

After that incident, Mrs. Ames would not eat 

when she was alone.  Therefore, I went over to 

her house to cook dinner for all of us.  Finally, 

we decided to just move in with her.  Eventually 

we were able to move back to our own little 

house 

“Mrs. Ames only lived three years after her 

husband died.  Not long after celebrating her 

sixtieth birthday on September 26, 1938, she 

became ill.  In early December, Ardell took her 

to the hospital in Afton for abdominal surgery.  

She did not recover from the operation and 

died on December 10, 1938. 

“After Mr. and Mrs. Ames died, the property 

had to be divided among their living children 

__Oliver, Annie, Olive and Ardell.  Oliver bought 

Annie’s share of the ranch and Ardell bought 

Olive’s share.  We moved into the big ranch 

house and eventually sold our little white house 

for $1000.  The people who bought it moved it 

15 Ibid pg. 23. 



 

 

to Thayne.  In a few years, Oliver asked if Ardell 

wanted to buy his share since Oliver had a store 

in Afton that provided a good income for him. 

Ardell and I signed the papers to buy the ranch 

in April 1944.”16 
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