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A Wife Wanted

“I am a man of wealth and position,” said the widower Shyon Brane to the marriage broker, “and I seek a suitable mate. She must be handsome, cleanly, economical, industrious, and virtuous, a good cook she must be, a thrifty buyer, a capable housekeeper, and not easily stressed. She must know something of music and the arts, dance well and be able to discourse intelligently on history and philosophy withal, she must be cheerful and of affectionate disposition.”

“Lo,” said the marriage broker, “you come too late. One thousand years ago there was such a paragon but the gods took her to keep house for them. There is no wife for you, but the employment agency can supply you with a dozen domestics who, in a measure, may meet your demands.”

—ARTICLE PLACED IN THE SANTA FE NEW MEXICAN,
SANTA FE, NEW MEXICO, MARCH 9, 1920


Annie Gayle & Horace Knapp

The Dreamer & the Lothario

Annie Gayle was considered one of the prettiest, most ambitious girls in Akron, Ohio. Her eyes were large, her features were well proportioned, and her desire to go west was her number-one aspiration. She was well on her way to achieving her goal when she accepted the proposal of a man living in French Camp, California. He had advertised for an adventurous woman anxious to settle in the Gold Country and experience the excitement of the wild frontier. Annie wasted no time favorably responding to his letter asking for her hand in marriage.

Born an only child in 1874 to Charles Gayle and Margaret Stantz Gayle, Annie grew up hearing her father’s tales of the land beyond the Rockies and the endless possibilities to be had there. Charles died before he realized his own dream of moving to San Francisco. Fearing that the chance to make such a journey had died with her father, Annie decided to consider mail-order bride opportunities.

Horace Knapp, a handsome man in his late forties, collected his teenage bride-to-be at the train depot in Sacramento, California, on September 10, 1890. Annie was anxious to meet the sheepish suitor who had described himself in his letters as a “good fellow, with means and prospects.” The plan was for the two to marry the day after Annie arrived—and only if their first encounter proved to be mutually satisfactory. The couple dined together and discussed their possible future. By the end of the evening they were in complete accord to wed. Vows and a ring were exchanged the following morning.

Annie was delighted not only to be married, but also finally to be at a location that seemed bursting with potential. If she had remained in Ohio working at a millinery shop, life as a farmer’s wife was the best she thought she could hope for. She believed being Mrs. Knapp would bring her happiness, and she therefore surrendered to her husband the small amount of money she had earned working as a seamstress in Akron. It never crossed her mind that Horace might be untrustworthy. She was honest and thought everyone else was as well.

The newlyweds moved to a small cabin nestled in a mining community in the San Juan Valley. Everything went along nicely. It was as though the couple had been settled for years in their new position. Horace invested his wife’s funds in a mining venture he explained to her would produce great dividends—enough for them to see the world beyond California. Annie was thrilled by the idea, and while her husband was away tending to their interests, she planned trips to distant lands.

One night, as she sat alone again in their fledgling homestead, a ragged little boy arrived at the doorstep and delivered a soiled note to her. It read as follows:


Mrs. Knapp, your husband has another wife living not far from you. He has three children whom he has deserted. He married you to get whatever money you had or could acquire. She is innocent and knows nothing of him having married you. Don’t bother her, poor thing; she has a hard enough time to feed her babies.



Annie was stunned by the news and refused to believe it was true. She tucked the note in her pocket and waited for Horace to arrive home. When Horace finally returned, he walked into the house dressed in a new suit of clothing and a hat and was swinging a cane as though he was in a parade. He carelessly threw himself into a chair and asked Annie if there was anything to eat. For a moment she couldn’t speak. If the note was right, she stood to lose her husband, her honor, and the little bit of fortune she had turned over to Horace.

She started to speak, but her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth. Horace stared at his bride of a week, waiting for her to reply. Annie didn’t say a word; she simply handed him the letter and watched his face. It turned white, then red, then white again. “It’s a lie,” he said with an oath, “a lie.” Annie couldn’t stand the terrible strain of the ordeal any further. She fainted and fell on the floor. When she recovered, she was alone. Horace was gone.

He did not appear again for a day or two. In the meantime the once obliging, trusting bride had utterly changed. She was bold and defiant now. She felt the story was true and was determined to make the guilty man pay. He had shown her no mercy in any way, and she would have none for him.

When he finally returned to her, Annie seemed the same as usual. Horace was surprised and couldn’t understand it. Her quiet demeanor led him to believe she had resigned herself to the situation. However, she watched him with a careful eye, like a cat watches a mouse. Her apparent resignation completely disarmed him. He was curious as to what was going on.

One evening he went out. Shortly after Horace left, Annie secretly followed him. Wearing a shawl around her head and walking somewhat slumped over, Annie kept a safe distance behind Horace. Past one corner and around another he went until finally he turned onto a small street. His “shadow” followed behind him into a dilapidated building and up a flight of wooden stairs. He stopped at a door at the top of the stairs, paused, turned the knob and entered. Annie was at the keyhole almost before the door was closed.

Annie heard enough to confirm her worst fears. She descended the stairs and rushed home. The next morning, bright and early, she paid a call to the house. A woman in a calico wrapper opened the door for her. Three small children were in the room. “I am Mrs. Horace Knapp,” she said in answer to Annie’s first question. “Yes, my husband was here. Am I sure? Oh, yes. See here is the photograph.” As she spoke she reached behind a clock on a mantel and produced a picture to show the poor girl. It was Horace.

Trembling, Annie removed a locket from around her neck. She opened it to reveal Horace’s picture and told the woman her story. The wife was more than indignant. She vowed that Horace should go to jail. He had permitted their children and her to nearly starve, and they were all still very hungry.

Annie returned to her home and met the man who had caused her such misery. Having anticipated trouble, he merely shrugged his shoulders. “Better make the best of it,” he said. That night he came home leading a little four-year-old by the hand. “This is my daughter,” he said. “I lied to you, but she has to live here now. Her mother met me on the road with two other brats, and raised such a fuss that I agreed to take this one and care for it.”

“I will not stay here nor have your children to look after,” Annie cried. “I have been enough of a fool already.”

The reply so enraged Horace that he grabbed up a carving knife and, brandishing it before Annie’s eyes, shouted, “Do what I ask or I will kill you!”

Annie hurried out of the cabin, and Horace chased after her. She lost the furious man in the dark. She reported the incident to the authorities, and Horace was arrested and held on a $1,000 bond. He was charged with bigamy and assault with intent to kill. Annie and Horace’s first wife were present at his trial. He was convicted and led away to prison. He was never heard from by either woman or his children again.

Horace’s first wife eventually married again. Annie moved to Denver, Colorado, and married again as well. According to the Daily Alta California newspaper, which covered the tragic story of the mail-order bride, the second time around both women wed men with “sound morals and good character.”


Afterword

“It is not good that man should be alone,” the Lord said in the book of Genesis. No one knew that better than the lonely bachelors on the American frontier. It is with that in mind that brides—women who wanted an honorable husband—were imported. The absence of women in the Old West and marriageable men in the East led many to participate in unconventional ways to acquire a partner. The advertisements that were placed in mail-order bride publications, as well as the matrimonial agents that were hired between 1853 and 1890, brought many men and women together. Posts placed in newspapers such as the New Plan Company catalog and magazines such as Hand and Heart conveyed the longing of miners, trappers, and farmers for a spouse and expressed their promises to endeavor to be worthy of any women who accepted their hand in marriage.

A poem that appeared in the March 29, 1878, edition of the Hagerstown, Maryland newspaper the Hagerstown Mail, carried the sentiments of one such unattached man.

[image: A Wife Wanted I want a wife to cheer my life – I care not if she's such a stunning beauty, So I but find That she is kind, And knows and practices her duty. I want a wife A stranger to strife –]

[image: A gentle, unaffected creature; One who can pass A looking glass Save stopping to survey each feature. I want a wife With vigor and life – Where nerves are never in a flutter; Who will not roam, But stay at home, And brew, and bake, and make the butter. I want a wife Who through her life Was never known to harm a shirt; Who'll bring me a recipe To keep the buttons on a skirt. If such a one Dwells beneath the sun, And don't mind leaving friends behind her, With the author of this She'll find true bliss By informing me where to find her. –Simon Sinclair]

Marriage brokers, keenly aware of the money to be made matching eligible men and women, took full advantage of the situation. Fees for bringing couples together usually ranged from $70 to $400, although some brokers charged more.

Some particularly ambitious entrepreneurial types took matchmaking to a practically wholesale level. Asa Mercer, an entrepreneur residing in Seattle, Washington, organized a project for female immigration. For a $225 fee, Mercer promised suitable wives for men no longer wanting to be single. On January 16, 1866, a group of eligible maids and widows left New York under Mercer’s care aboard the SS Continental. The seven-thousand-mile voyage proved to be a success. Mercer fulfilled every contract with more or less satisfaction.

More than twenty years prior to Mercer’s trip, Eliza Farnham, an enterprising widow from New York, sought to recruit unencumbered females to join her matrimonial expedition west. She believed the gentling influence of a good woman could bring positive lasting changes for western pioneers and tame the wild frontier. Two hundred ladies responded to Eliza’s advertisement, but only a handful agreed to pay the $250 fee and accompany her to California. Upon arriving in San Francisco, Eliza met and married an entrepreneur named William Alexander Fitzpatrick.

According to the majority of ads placed in Matrimonial News, the country’s leading mail-order bride newspaper in the 1870s, men were searching for women who were musically inclined. They craved the comfort and entertainment value that music offered. Women, on the other hand, sought financial security over all else. They wanted a man who was solvent and could adequately provide for them and their future children. An advertisement addressing those qualities a man would find attractive and those a hopeful maiden needed in a husband, appeared in the fall 1877 edition of the Matrimonial News: “Good, honest, respectable widow, strong and healthy, with business ability; age 48, weight 180, height 5 feet 11 inches, blue eyes, light brown hair, nationality French, Protestant religion, personal property worth $500, and also a musician; would marry a good honest man who is not afraid of work and would appreciate a good companion. Would like to hear from men of means.”

Critics who objected to mail-order brides argued that such arrangements “cheapened” the sanctity of holy matrimony. Leaders of the Puritan church in Plymouth, Massachusetts, thought the practice would lead to the belief that marrying for love was less important than marrying for economic conditions. Politicians such as Horace Greeley and Protestant clergymen like Henry Ward Beecher believed mail-order brides were necessary given the ratio of women to men on the East Coast.

In January 1873, the Alton (IL) Evening Telegraph reported that there were between thirty and forty times more women in the city of New York than men. “So long as war, commerce and the demands of the world for male labor exists to the extent in which they are now enjoyed in mining and railroading,” the article noted, “to the exclusion of females, women will be more numerous than ever.”
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A gentle, unaffected creature;
One who can pass
A looking glass
Save stopping to survey each feature.
I want a wife
With vigor and life —
‘Where nerves are never in a flutter;
‘Who will not roam,
But stay at home,
And brew, and bake, and make the butter.
I want a wife
‘Who through her life
Wias never known to harm a shirt;
‘Who'll bring me a recipe
To keep the buttons on a skirt.
If such a one
Dwells beneath the sun,
And don’t mind leaving friends behind her,
‘With the author of this
She’ll find true bliss
By informing me where to find her.
—S1moN SiNcLAIR
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A Wife Wanted
I want a wife to cheer my life —
I care not if she’s such a stunning beauty,

So I but find

That she is kind,

And knows and practices her duty.
I want a wife
A stranger to strife —





