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  INTRODUCTION


  FROM THE EARLIEST DAYS OF STORYTELLING, THE COURAGEOUS MAN has been celebrated in myth and legend. Every culture develops stories about dauntless adventurers, valiant patriots, fearless warriors, and heroic leaders. These stories teach as well as entertain and set up positive role models to inspire future generations. Sometimes, these dauntless, valiant, fearless, and heroic individuals are women.


  The true stories you’ll find in this book about women in the American West illustrate the depth of courage, the physical bravery, and the commitment to a cause that impelled them to throw off the constraints of nineteenth-century conventions and plunge into situations that many men of their era would not, and did not, face.


  In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the US Army battled western Native American tribes over territorial rights, resources, and culture. Each side had its motives, its victories, its defeats, its victims, and its heroes. Among those heroes, on both sides, were women—wives, mothers, interpreters, laundresses, soldiers, and shamans—who willingly headed into the unknown, into a land fraught with danger and hardship. Courageous defines the character of the thousands of women who left the towns and cities of the East for the unknown dangers of the western territories. Setting up housekeeping in wild, unsettled lands, risking their lives on the journey, and bearing children under primitive conditions tested their courage daily. The stories selected for this book describe some who went two or three steps beyond the ordinary, everyday courage of women in the West.


  Some of these women not only did a man’s job in war, but also did it without ever revealing a then unacceptable truth—that they were members of the “fairer sex.” Soldier, Sister, Spy, Scout: Women Soldiers and Patriots on the Western Frontier celebrates women such as Buffalo Soldier Cathy Williams, who served in the Thirty-eighth Infantry for nearly two years without revealing her gender. As a civilian in 1868, she put away her uniform and tied her hair back with a yellow ribbon to show her fellow soldiers that she was proud to be a woman. Rarely recognized for courage were devoted wives and mothers, such as Elizabeth Custer, wife of General George Custer. A slender woman of genteel breeding, Elizabeth defied convention of the day and traveled with her husband throughout the unsettled plains, living in military encampments and covered wagons, nursing troops, and enduring hardships as a military frontier wife.


  The bravery and compassion of two Mexican women caught in the Mexican War’s battles at the Alamo and Goliad are included, along with the counterpoint view provided by an eighteen-year-old bride on her honeymoon journey down the Santa Fe Trail just as that war began. The little-known stories of three Native American women who faced death to save their people show that bravery was not just a male attribute. Even notorious women such as Calamity Jane exhibited an astonishing level of courage in completely unexpected settings.


  To help settle the expanding boundaries of an emerging nation, all of these women endured fierce extremes of climate, rigorous overland travel, lack of food and water at times, and the constant threat of death to themselves and their loved ones. Soldier, Sister, Spy, Scout: Women Soldiers and Patriots on the Western Frontier profiles more than a dozen daring women who were unrecognized in their time. Even today some people doubt their courage.


  When reading biased, untruthful, and deliberately inflammatory newspaper editorials of 1875 about Paiute heroine Sarah Winnemucca, for instance, it’s easy to say, “That was then, this is now, and people don’t belittle and demean women anymore.” Today, most historians are proud of the information they can provide about these heroic women. While researching these stories, however, we were surprised to discover that a few men guarding the heritage of the past in museums and archives discounted the accomplishments of certain women we’ve included in this book. Sally Zanjani, in her biography of Sara Winnemucca, recounts events in a Nevada town that raucously opposed naming an elementary school for the Indian woman who tried desperately to save her people while being hunted by White and Indian alike. Once Winnemucca’s story was told, however, the citizens changed their minds and proudly named the school in honor of an indefatigable warrior for peace and justice.


  Ignorance, prejudice, and fear still live, and it will take courageous women and men to continue the battle for equal opportunity, respect, and acceptance for all. We hope the stories of these women deepen the understanding and broaden the respect for the people who built the West.


  Perhaps their contributions in the arena of service to country are best described in a quote from Colonel Henry Carrington in 1904: “Patriotism is not relegated to gender or age. It is strictly defined as one who loves, supports and defends one’s country. The women who risked losing a sense of self for their homes, families and native lands have my deepest respect.”
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  CHAPTER 1


  Francita Alavez


  Angel of Goliad


  The moment Madam Alavez arrived at Copano, she began her work of intercession and performed deeds of mercy for the poor[,] suffering Texans who had fallen into the hands of the Mexican enemy.


  —PIONEER PRESS, OCTOBER 1920


  A SLIM SHADOW DARTED TOWARD THE OLD CHURCH AT THE ruined fortress of Goliad. The smell of smoke stained the night air as the figure picked a careful path through the rubble inside the fortress walls. Moonlight starkly displayed the damage caused by the retreating forces of Colonel James Fannin’s command. Hundreds of Fannin’s men now lay on the hard ground, prisoners of General Jose de Urrea, one of Supreme Commandant General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna’s best commanders.


  Pausing in a dark corner, Francita Alavez gazed toward the southwest gate and the dull gleam of a cannon positioned to fire on anyone who might attempt a rescue of the Americans. She shivered in the warm night as the knowledge of their fate bowed her shoulders. She knew what the captives did not. They believed they would be returned to the United States as prisoners of war. Francita had seen the order sent by Santa Anna to execute all of them.


  As she had at Copano Bay almost the moment she arrived in Texas, Francita vowed to save as many as she could. On the eve of Palm Sunday, March 27, 1836, she slipped into the church and began the task.


  “She had heard many tales of the bad, bold, immoral Texans, but like all good souls loath to think ill of others, scarcely believed they could be as bad as painted,” recounted the Pioneer Press in 1920. The article went on to outline what was then known about the woman who came to be called the “Angel of Goliad.” Little more is known today about the young woman who worked against a dictator’s orders at the risk of her own life.
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  According to a written recollection of schoolteacher Elena Zamora O’Shea, who learned about Francita years later through a family connection, Francita—or Panchita, as she was sometimes called— had been orphaned when young. A well-to-do family near San Luis Potosoi in Mexico raised the girl. O’Shea said that Francita was a sort of “better-class servant, of good blood and from a fine family.”


  O’Shea went on to describe Francita as a “pretty, attractive, loving girl chafing at her position in this family and longing to be free and to have a fling at life.” Succumbing to the charms of the dashing Captain Telesforo Alavez, whom she knew to be married, Francita, “throwing all restraint aside went off with him to Texas in the campaign.”


  Francita’s first encounter with the cruelties of war came at Copano. Mexican troops had just captured about seventy-five to eighty men after they had disembarked at the port. The Americans had come with William P. Miller from Nashville, Tennessee, to aid in the fight for liberty in Texas, then a part of Mexico. They were captured without arms and taken back to Copano.


  “When she arrived at Copano with her husband, who was one of Urrea’s officers,” wrote Dr. Joseph H. Barnard, “Miller and his men had just been taken prisoners. They were tightly bound with cords, so as to completely stop the circulation of blood in their arms, and in this state had been left several hours when she saw them. Her heart was touched at the sight, and she immediately caused the cords to be removed and refreshments served them.”


  Dr. Barnard credited Francita with saving his life at Copano. He and other witnesses who survived subsequent battles called Francita’s actions heroic, considering the absolute obedience expected by Santa Anna. Yet no one was sure of her true name, nor her marital status, nor the reason she defiantly continued to work against the Mexican army despite close ties to a Mexican officer.


  Captain Alavez was paymaster for General Urrea. After leaving Copano, he and Francita caught up with the general, who had marched rapidly toward the key military point of Goliad and the small garrison headed by Colonel James Fannin that had been defending the old fortress.


  Fannin was one of those who’d signed a broadside published six months before, in October 1835, calling for freemen of Texas to “repair to Gonzales immediately armed and equipped for war, even to the knife.”


  It was that kind of inflammatory rhetoric that had first brought General Santa Anna marching northward. Although Santa Anna traveled in opulent comfort, his soldiers had marched barefoot for hundreds of miles on little food, with only a small amount of ammunition, and through some of the most ferocious weather of the decade. Twice they were stopped by the infamous storms called “blue northers,” where the clouds on the horizon looked navy blue and howling winds brought sleet, snow, and freezing temperatures to the balmy Southwest.


  Despite a swift but exhausting advance of more than 150 miles from Matamoras to Refugio, Urrea had pressed on toward Goliad, where he expected to encounter Fannin. The rapid march was part of an overall advance of Santa Anna’s generals toward key points. As more than 1,000 Mexican troops laid siege to the Alamo, Urrea caught Fannin on the open plain about a mile from cover at Coleto Creek. Fannin had made a mistake that would lead to the worst massacre of the war for independence.


  Late in February, Fannin had received several urgent requests for help from the defenders of the crumbling, old mission-fort at the Alamo some ninety miles away. He had started on the road to San Antonio once, but turned back. Conflicting information on the location of the Mexican army and his lack of respect for its fighting skills led Fannin to delay a retreat from Goliad.


  In a letter written a little over two weeks before the battle at Coleto, Captain Burr H. Duval described events to date to his father, William, the governor of Florida. “We are expecting an attack hourly,” Duval wrote. Fannin, he said, was unpopular, “and nothing but the certainty of hard fighting—and that shortly—could have kept us together so long.”


  On Saturday, March 19, 1836, Fannin and his men were finally on the road in retreat from the fort. They’d buried the armament they couldn’t carry and burned provisions to keep them out of the hands of the Mexican army. Later, Fannin was criticized for taking too much of the armament while leaving behind the food for his men and the fodder for the oxen pulling the heavy carts.


  “Although fully determined from the necessity of the case on retreating, we were by no means disposed to run. We confidently counted on our ability to take ourselves and all our baggage in safety to Victoria,” wrote Dr. Barnard in his journal.


  The Battle of Coleto between Urrea’s troops and Fannin’s small force took place approximately six miles from Goliad. It had taken two days to get that far. Trapped by Urrea at a low point where they had stopped to allow the weary oxen to graze, Fannin’s untrained volunteers inflicted heavy damage on Urrea’s troops. During the first day of battle, Fannin formed the wagons, boxes, and crates into a defensive square. That night, without water for the wounded or much hope for the future, all the men voted against escaping to a forested area less than a mile distant. To escape would mean leaving the wounded behind. During the night, Urrea received reinforcements. More than 700 Mexican troops surrounded fewer than 400 Americans.


  On March 20, Fannin capitulated.


  Meanwhile, Captain Alavez and others had been detailed by Santa Anna to move into the abandoned fort. Francita learned of the terms of the surrender when the exhausted prisoners began to arrive. More than 200 men were marched back to the fort thinking they would be treated as prisoners of war. Urrea had dealt directly with Fannin, who agreed to surrender “subject to the disposition of the supreme government.”


  There was nothing Francita could do as the prisoners limped wearily forward under Mexican guns. “Nobody had yet entered the fort when, after an absence of thirty-five hours, we arrived here from the battleground,” wrote Herman Ehrenberg. “The Mexicans evidently feared a concealed mine or some other scheme to cause them injury. Consequently we were the first ones to enter the desolate ruins again, but as prisoners, and were stuffed into an old church for the night. Literally stuffed, as we stood so close man to man that it was possible at the most for only one-fourth to sit down. It was well that the inner room of the church had a height of thirty-five to forty feet. If it had been lower, we would have suffocated.”


  Francita listened to the muffled cries for water that carried from the church. As at Copano, she could not bear the suffering of the beaten men. At eight o’clock in the morning, said Ehrenberg, six men were detailed to go to the river for water. “The first load disappeared like a single drop on a red-hot stove.” The second and third days passed with only water provided—no food—for the prisoners trapped in the increasingly stifling church. They began shouting for the commanding officer and fulfillment of the terms of surrender, which they still believed meant they would be treated fairly and eventually released.


  Francita was horrified to realize the prisoners believed they would be sent back to the United States. She could do little for them because determined guards stood at the side doors and several cannon threatened the entrance to the church.


  Urrea had marched onward to the next battle but had sent a letter to Santa Anna asking for clemency for Fannin’s troops, as he’d promised the American commander. “I issued several orders to Lt. Col. Portilla, instructing him to use the prisoners for the rebuilding of Goliad. From that time on, I decided to increase the numbers of prisoners there in the hope that their very number would save them, for I never thought that the horrible spectacle of that massacre could take place in cold blood and without immediate urgency, a deed proscribed by the laws of war and condemned by the civilization of our country,” Urrea wrote in his diary. He went on to take Victoria, leaving the prisoners and the wounded behind under command of Portilla.


  Meanwhile, the weather had turned hot, and the wounded had lingered on the battlefield for several days, suffering extreme thirst and pain from untreated injuries as they waited for carts to take them to the fort. As the injured troopers from Coleto were finally transported to Goliad, Francita worked feverishly with Dr. Barnard, whom she knew from Copano, and with Dr. John “Jack” Shackelford. She apparently spoke English because several survivors who did not speak Spanish repeated her words.


  Santa Anna’s reply to Urrea’s request for clemency came back a few days later: immediate execution of the “perfidious foreigners.” Another letter on March 23 to Colonel Jose Nicolas de la Portilla ordered him to carry out the execution of all prisoners.


  According to the memoirs of teacher Elena Zamora O’Shea, relating the story as told years later by Francita’s son, Francita “raved and railed against such commands. She begged and she pleaded for the lives of various individuals and was instrumental in saving several. She cursed the Captain [Alavez] and called him all sorts of names, ‘de Iscariotes hasto Luzbel.’”


  Francita was indeed beside herself. She stole into the fort with the help of some Mexican officers and concealed some of the prisoners. Drs. Barnard and Shackelford later made a special point of noting Francita’s activities on behalf of the captive troops; unfortunately, she couldn’t save them all. On the night of March 26, unaware that they were doomed, the captives sang “Home Sweet Home.”


  At sunrise, March 27, 1836, the prisoners were roused, and those who were not wounded were formed into three columns. They were lighthearted, even singing, many believing they were going home. Fifteen-year-old Benjamin Franklin Hughes recalled the moment. “We were called out and told to hurry up and get in line to march to a place of embarkation, and we got in line rather hopping and skipping for joy at the thought of soon being home. We were just about starting, when I saw quite a number of ladies standing where we had to march by.”


  As the columns marched out the gate, Francita watched in helpless rage. When young Hughes came near, Francita spoke to another woman, who spoke to an officer, who in turn detailed a trooper to pull Hughes from the ranks and put him with the ladies. Less than a mile from the fort, the columns, minus Hughes, were halted as the guards converged, raised their rifles, and fired at point-blank range. Most of the Goliad prisoners were killed. Some scrambled away and headed for cover as gun smoke drifted over the field. A few, a very few, managed to escape.


  Hughes soon realized what Francita had done for him. “. . . in the instant of the halt the order was given to fire, and then I saw for the first time why I was taken from the ranks, and nudged up to the ladies, and immediately after some of the Mexicans came running back and began menacing me with their muskets and bayonets, as they had bayoneted all who [sic] were not killed outright—which they did, and even those who [sic] were killed were stuck through with the bayonet rather by way of sport, and such was the fate of 332 poor fellows that a few hours before were building high air castles, all to fall suddenly in a few hours with their plans.”


  She’d saved the boy, but she grieved for the ones whom died. Dr. Barnard saw her raging against fate. “During the time of the massacre she stood in the street, her hair floating, speaking wildly, and abusing the Mexican officers, especially Portilla. She appeared almost frantic.”


  Barnard credited Francita with helping conceal several prisoners inside the fort and then spiriting them away after the massacre. “When she saw Dr. Shackelford a few days after, and heard that his son was among those who [sic] were sacrificed, she burst into tears and exclaimed: ‘Why did I not know that you had a son here? I would have saved him at all hazards.’ ”


  Fannin, who had been wounded in the battle eight days before, was executed inside the fortress along with others unable to march to their deaths in the columns that had left the fort with a merry song. Both doctors were spared because medics were scarce among the Mexican troops. They and others were later marched out of Texas. They left behind the remains of their comrades in the form of a pile of burned bones upon the plain
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