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INTRODUCTION

In 1897, Harriet Smith Pullen left her farm on the Olympic Peninsula to seek her fortune in Skagway, Alaska, during the Klondike Gold Rush. The daughter of westwarding, homesteading pioneers who moved three times across the continent looking for land, Harriet established and managed one of Alaska’s best-known hotels for fifty years, achieving near-legendary status in Alaska. But unlike the many, mostly male, stereotypical figures of the American West, she did it while building a business, homesteading and running a ranch, and raising and educating four children. A famed raconteur, she controlled her life story through numerous interviews with authors who have told pieces of her Skagway story. I wanted to find the whole story—how she got to Alaska, where she’d come from, why she stayed, and who she really was.
 
My initial goal in researching the life of Harriet Smith Pullen was to remove the fiction from the fact. I decided instead to keep the stories, whether apocryphal or not, and place them in a documentable historical context. Although history, on one level, is always someone’s opinion, this book presents the events of Harriet Smith Pullen’s life as comprehensively and accurately as possible, while accounting for her own efforts to control her storied legacy.
 
Note: Bracketed dates reference quoted passages from A. J. Smith’s diary. I have maintained original spelling, punctuation, and grammar in all quotations throughout the book.


CHAPTER ONE

Queen of Heartbreak Trail

ONE EVENING IN 1948, HARRIET PHILLIPS, A NEWLYWED IN HER Detroit apartment, tuned in a radio play, Queen of Heartbreak Trail, the story of Harriet Smith Pullen. Radio dramas had been all the rage for a number of years. The war was over, Harriet Phillips’s husband was safely home from army service in Europe, and she was in the last weeks of her first pregnancy. Life for them was all about the future. The Queen of Heartbreak Trail, on the other hand, was about the past—Harriet’s past, and her family’s past—for Harriet Smith Pullen was her grandmother, a pioneer in the Klondike Gold Rush of 1897. The play began:

NARRATOR: 1897, the year gold was discovered in the Klondike. It was midsummer of that year when Harriet Pullen first saw the Coast of Alaska. [boat whistle]

HARRIET: I took the boat up from Seattle, jam-packed with prospectors—hard, cruel men mostly, who came looking for something—gold, success, adventure. But not me. All I wanted was a job. I had to have a job, because—well, I had my reasons. Four good ones.

The steamer pulls into the harbor and Harriet maneuvers her way through a throng of men and, with no available wharf, climbs down a ladder slung over the side of the boat. A man named Mac approaches her and offers her a job, which she accepts on the spot.

MAC: Where’re you gonna live? In a tent?

HARRIET: An old miner who owns a cabin on the beach is going back to the States. It has only one room, but—

MAC: Any furniture?

HARRIET: It’s got a stove.

MAC: Nothing else?

HARRIET: No.

MAC: Not a bed nor a table nor a chair. You call that a home for your children?—Mrs. Pullen, I can’t figure you out. You look like something out of a tea party—but you talk like Mrs. Daniel Boone!

HARRIET: Do I? Mr. Mac, all I know is, I’m going to build a new life for me and my children. . . .1

Queen of Heartbreak Trail, starring Irene Dunne, a much-admired singer and, at the time, a four-time Best Actress Academy Award–nominated movie star,2 was a thirty-minute episode in the thirteenth season of NBC’s Cavalcade of America, a weekly series dedicated to documenting dramatic moments in American history through stories of individual courage and enterprise. Actors in leading roles during the 1947–48 season alone included other red-carpet luminaries such as Lucille Ball, Lionel Barrymore, Jackie Cooper, Henry Fonda, Helen Hayes, William Powell, and Robert Taylor. The show lasted for eighteen seasons, from 1935 to 1953, followed by five years as a television program. The sponsor was the DuPont Company, the “Maker of ‘Better things for better living . . . through chemistry.’”3 The company’s goal in sponsoring Cavalcade was to improve its public image through moving stories of American heroism.4

Just before the war, Harriet Phillips had left her North Carolina home to spend a summer waiting on tables at the Pullen House, Harriet Smith Pullen’s celebrated Skagway, Alaska, hotel. Harriet Smith Pullen was widely known in Alaska, but most people in the lower forty-eight had barely heard of her. Young Harriet was, to put it mildly, stunned when she heard those words, “the story of Harriet Pullen.”

After listening to the play, Harriet wrote to the National Broadcasting Company, which forwarded her letter to DuPont. A company representative responded with information about the origins of the play and a copy of its script. He also offered to send her a broadcast recording, made to order at either “78 or 33-1/3 r.p.m.”5 She chose the 78.

Today, the audio recording is readily available online at an Irene Dunne material website,6 but during my childhood, my parents had to put that 78 on the turntable for my siblings and me to hear the play. This radio drama contained, in essence, the family lore about my great-grandmother Harriet Smith Pullen, supplemented by a few of my mother’s memories. Periodically, my mother found other published accounts of Harriet’s participation in Alaska’s rough-and-tumble Klondike Gold Rush years. They rekindled the stories, but I had paid them little attention, mostly just glancing at the things my mother gathered and tucked away.

As a child, I thought of that 78 rpm record, the first in my mother’s ever-growing collection of published stories about my great-grandmother, as a rare and old-fashioned family treasure. The play and the recording certainly gave credence to the family lore, but then, maybe the radio play was the family lore. The story I remember was the Queen of Heartbreak Trail version. There were aspects of it, however, that didn’t add up. Harriet Smith Pullen didn’t just land on the Skagway shore out of nowhere and start turning obstacles into opportunity. In the family version of the tale and in this radio play, it was difficult to determine how much had actually happened, and how much was invented. Being on the radio didn’t make it true. How this and other stories, many of them quite romantic, might have been overstated and, more importantly, what might have been left out, I did not know. I decided to find out.
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In 2004, my husband and I made plans to travel from our home in New York State to Seattle to attend a professional conference. Recalling that Harriet Smith Pullen’s venture in Alaska followed an extended stay on her property in La Push, Washington, on the Olympic Peninsula, I decided we should drive there so I could see for myself where she’d lived. To prepare for the trip, I leafed through the family history files that my mother had assembled and that I had recently acquired. There I found photographs of Harriet Smith Pullen’s house and property in La Push.

After arriving in Seattle, we rented a car and drove 150 miles toward La Push and the Pacific Coast. As we neared the sea, the harvested evergreen timber stands ebbed and flowed, depending on the age of the trees. In some spots where the trees were the oldest, their limbs formed a vaulted corridor that blotted out the sky. As we emerged from the dark, dripping forest of sheltering Douglas firs, red cedars, and hemlocks, scented with the woodsy aroma of decaying vegetation, we drove into the grayness of the tiny village of La Push, arranged haphazardly along a vast stretch of sky and Pacific Ocean, also gray on this overcast February day. Mist rose from the water’s surface. Shag birds dove for smelt. Gulls swooped and squawked in the sky. The smell of the sea filled the soggy air. Beyond the beach we could see several small but tall, rocky, pointy islands topped with fir trees.

A marina of fishing boats filled the small harbor along one side of the main street. On the other side stood simple one-story, wooden houses painted in various neutrals and a few pastels—a drab and cheerless scene. There were broken-down cars and boats in people’s yards, old tires and other debris piles, a few trailers, and a school. Devoid of trees, the village’s landscape included a network of streets, rimmed at the far edges by dark pillar-straight evergreens standing like sentinels. It was not only a quiet and isolated place, but it was also empty, in the middle of a dreary and damp weekday afternoon.

I was eager to find the location—or possibly even a remnant—of my great-grandmother’s house, the grand Victorian overlooking the Pacific, pictured in the old photographs. The several islands that dot the sea in one of them made me think we would be able to ascertain exactly where the house once stood. In the foreground of another photograph, a man stands with a hoe, a woman picks berries, and two children attend to a family pet. Someone had labeled the people and even the dog in the picture. The bearded man is A. J. Smith; the woman is his daughter, Harriet Smith Pullen; the children are two of Harriet’s sons, Dee and Chester, with the dog, Heck. Looming in the distance is the large, imposing house, high atop a hill.

My husband and I drove up and down the streets of the tiny settlement, looking for some sign of life, finally parking and asking a man if he knew where the Pullens’ house had been. He did not, but directed us to the Quileute Resort—an RV park and a row of cabins strung along the beach. Inside the resort’s office, behind a glass-topped curio case, stood two women. Behind them was a display of posters and photographs. We engaged the women in conversation, asking if they knew where the Pullens’ house had once stood. They did not, but the minute they heard the Pullen name, their faces lit up. I explained that my mother was a Pullen. One of them responded, “Oh, then, are you enrolled?”

Enrolled. Enrolled in what? At first, I had no idea what she meant, but I quickly realized she was asking if I was a member of their Quileute tribe. I was taken aback and mumbled, “I don’t think so.” No one in my genealogy-obsessed, ten-generations-on-both-sides-American, WASP family had ever breathed a word about Native American ancestry.

At that moment, into my mind’s eye flashed several photographs of my great-grandmother dressed in Indian ceremonial attire. People would look at them and say, “Oh, was your great-grandmother a Native American?” I would reply, “No, she just knew some Native Americans.” But the stories I heard were always cloaked in vagueness. The woman pointed to several photographs behind her and told us, “Here she is, Lillian Pullen, our tribal elder. We looked up to her. It’s too bad you didn’t come here sooner because she died just a few years ago.” The woman offered to try to find Lillian’s son, to introduce us to him and perhaps other members of the Pullen family. My husband and I needed to return to our conference, so we had to forgo any introductions. I later wrote to Lillian’s son but never received a reply.

As we left the gray village with the wide-open skies and drove back into the dark, lush, and sheltered forest again, I asked myself, “How did this Quileute family on the Pacific Coast acquire the name Pullen? Was I part Native American?” I began to wonder about the radio play, and all the bits and pieces of family lore I had heard over the years. I wanted facts—not only the facts of Harriet Smith Pullen’s life in Alaska and this newest mystery, but also the truth about other things I’d heard about the Pullen family.

As soon as I returned home from Seattle, I began reading through my file of family papers—reminiscences from Harriet’s son, her granddaughters, and anonymous writers, as well as numerous published accounts of Harriet’s Alaska story. What my early research revealed was a storyline that deviated sharply from the one I had always been told. It was time to begin some serious detective work.

In order to understand Harriet Matilda Smith Pullen’s story, I thought it important to investigate her family of origin. Not one word had ever been mentioned in my family about Harriet’s forebears, except the comment, “Harriet was born somewhere in the Midwest.” I found in my files a one-page statement written in 1879 by Harriet’s father, Andrew Jackson (A. J.) Smith, when he was forty-six. In it, A. J. outlined the basic dates and facts of his life—his birth in New York State, his marriage, the places he had lived as he migrated west, the jobs he had held, the basic facts of his Civil War military service, and his current circumstances living with his wife and seven surviving children in Washington Territory. From those bare, vital facts, I began putting together the story of Harriet’s youth by researching what was going on among settlers during the mid-nineteenth-century westward expansion in America.

Four months into my research, something amazing happened. While looking through my mother’s papers, I stumbled upon a letter from a cousin and learned that A. J. had kept a daily diary all of his adult life. After more research, I found the diary, actually four volumes of it, in the Washington State Library. They were just a part of a seventeen-box archive of material on the Smith family. It was, for me, a gold mine. Given that no one in my family had ever mentioned this man, the diaries and the other material introduced me to a complete stranger. They enabled me to go back in time to before Harriet’s birth. The deeper I dug, the more nuanced the picture of the family of her birth became. The diaries opened a window into the life of Klondike Gold Rush pioneer, Harriet Matilda Smith Pullen. This is her story. It begins in Pennsylvania.

PENNSYLVANIA

Before daybreak on a cold November morning in 1853, A.  J. Smith stepped aboard a raft tied up along his father’s farm property in Ulster, Pennsylvania. He, his father Alanson, his brother Harvey, and eleven hired men cast off and floated down the Susquehanna River. Three rafts, stacked high with boards, shingles, and lathe, freshly milled at Alanson’s mill, held spartan accommodations for the men. Their destination was Columbia, near the Maryland border. The goal was to find customers for Alanson’s annual yield of lumber.
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During the twelve-day trip, A. J. wrote in his ever-present diary, “I like the manner of labor very much for there is new scenes presenting themselves ever hour.” Speculating on the origins of what he termed the “sublime” geological history around him, he wrote, “There are several places . . . where towering hills of rocks stand up on eather side, and visible marks are left to show that these once streached acrost the river & that all the beautiful country above must have been lakes, hemmed in by mountains until the cattaract like proud Niagra, gave way, and by the rush of water for years threw the wall. The rocks on both sides are alike & stand with a slant as tho nature has had some great convultion. . . .” [November 23, 1853] He found the Pennsylvania State Capitol in Harrisburg impressive, noting that he had set his watch by the clock atop the building, which he had viewed through his spyglass.

He saw new sights that amazed him at every bend in the river, noting by name each eddy, spring, creek, pond, canal, aqueduct, waterfall, river junction, dam, island, bridge, tunnel, coal mine, ironworks, village, and town they passed. The river journey was like the peripatetic life that lay ahead of him—a life that A. J. would record and reflect upon in his journals for more than thirty years.

“THE REGULAR TAKING HOLD OF THE PEN”

The earliest existing volume of A. J. Smith’s diary begins in 1853, the year of the raft trip. It and three other volumes span thirty years of A. J.’s life and twenty-three years of Harriet’s, from 1853 to 1883.7 Several volumes are missing, allegedly lost in a fire. My introduction to the diaries came in the form of a transcription, in the collections of several libraries,8 made by A. J.’s granddaughter, Dorothy Vera Smith Klahn, who remembered him from her childhood. Only after finding the remaining original volumes of the diary in the Washington State Library, however, did I learn that she had done considerable editing.

[image: 1.2. Alanson B. and Matilda Bush Smith, A. J. Smith’s parents, ca. 1853. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION]

A. J. used his daily diary entries not only to hone his writing skills by “the regular taking hold of the pen,” but also to track his accomplishments and highlight events. [Preface, 1853–54 diary] His elaborate and methodical coding system, challenging to decipher, includes a series of symbols that span the left edge of each page. His codes denote letters written and received, work done for pay, and milestones in his religious practice. For example, he noted having read the New Testament for the tenth time, an undertaking he completed on June 22, 1859. Always mindful of the details of his debts, A. J. utilized a double slash to indicate an exchange of currency or bartering. Two horizontal lines added later signify the completion of the transaction, the account squared. Large rectangles surround his recording of a death. An elongated cross set at an angle symbolizes an important occasion. Small diamond shapes denote the making of a map of the many places he traveled.

Reading A. J.’s diary is like traveling alongside him. Continually on the move, either on his own property or overland to places far-flung, A. J. tells his story and makes observations about his surroundings or events of national import. Sometimes in a diary entry, he lays out a situation in detail. Other times he is cryptic, and only by digging deeper is the reader able to understand what he is saying. The earliest diary reveals not only a twenty-year-old who would soon become a stereotypical westwarding, homesteading American pioneer, but also a complex man of many interests and talents.

“HOLINESS TO THE LORD”

Dominating A. J. Smith’s recording of his life was his devout Christianity, reflected in the title he gave one of his diaries, “Holiness to the Lord.” His parents were Methodists, but on February 11, 1848, at age sixteen, he “first set out to serve the Lord,” as he put it. [February 11, 1870] Within four years, he had embraced the Brethren in Christ, an evangelical Protestant denomination founded in the late 1700s near Lancaster, Pennsylvania.

[image: 1.3. The title page of A. J. Smith’s diary of 1853–1854. WASHINGTON STATE LIBRARY MANUSCRIPTS COLLECTION, A. WESLEY SMITH PAPERS, 1853–1935, M.S. 172]

On a regular basis in his younger years, A. J. handed people scripture cards—small rectangles of stiff paper about two by three inches with short Bible passages printed in red or blue. He bought them in large quantities from his earmarked savings, “The Lord’s Treasury,” and carried them with him at all times. When he witnessed someone committing a sin, he would “reprove” the guilty party, usually a man, and then hand him a scripture card. For example, he wrote, “I gave one card to a man that I heard swear. . . . It silenced him.” [September 19, 1853]

The gesture did not always have the desired effect. While on a train, he heard a man swear several times. “I handed him my bible & pointed to the Commandment. He read & we had warm times, for he showed much impious resistance and it was so foolish that I should hardly think a man of sense & reason as he claimed to be would have offered them,” A.  J. wrote. [December 7, 1853] He encountered a similar reaction when he sharply criticized a “Materialist . . . ; his position is a very foolish one and I should think he would abandon it out of shame.” [January 5, 1854]



A. J. also gave scripture cards to people who needed spiritual support or could help him spread the word of God. He regularly enclosed one in letters to his many correspondents. The thirty-five scripture cards he sent to his friend in Wisconsin, Mary Jane Stewart, were part of his effort to spread the word.

Just before the raft trip, A.  J.’s father had hired a “colored man,” twenty-six-year-old George W. Hill, to work on his prosperous farm.9 A. J. reported having “a good sing” with him. [October 29, 1853] Hill became a part of the raft crew. During the trip, he and A. J. cemented their friendship. While on a layover, the two young men visited a nearby village where they bought and shared dishes of stewed oysters. Hill left his trunk in the Smiths’ cabin, visited them there on occasion, and slept on the raft with the Smiths after the other hired men had left. After attending church together, the two friends parted company, and Hill took the train for home.
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A. J. had grown up with the Underground Railroad as a part of his family’s life. The year of his birth, 1832, was just one year after Nat Turner led his bloody slave rebellion in Virginia—a cataclysmic turning point in the abolitionist movement—and one year before the founding of the American Anti-Slavery Society. By 1837, the society had more than one thousand affiliate organizations, including one in Bradford County, Pennsylvania, to which Alanson probably belonged. The Underground Railroad had become an organized movement.

In the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, Congress mandated the return of fugitive slaves to their owners. The penalties for noncompliance were stiff. Although on the surface this law made Underground Railroad activity more risky, at the same time it spurred participants into more defiant action. The moral courage required to act as an agent or conductor in the Underground Railroad often came from religious inspiration. As a staunch evangelical Methodist, A. J.’s father was among the pioneers of the Underground.10 He opposed slavery on religious grounds; to him, all people were equal before God.

Alanson put his beliefs into action by receiving fugitive slaves from a Dr. Miles Carter, who would send them north from Towanda along the Susquehanna River to Ulster. From there Alanson took them to Elmira, New York, thirty miles farther north, where they could make their way to Canada and safety.11 To young A. J., his father’s laudable work was just business as usual. During the raft trip, A.  J. noted casually in his diary, “Father, Geo[rge Hill] & I walked to . . . the Railroad house,” three miles from their landing spot on the river, near Middletown, Pennsylvania. [November 15, 1853] Bradford County, where the Smiths lived, Middletown, and Columbia, their destination, all had long histories of antislavery sentiment.

The visit to the Railroad house, undoubtedly a station on the Underground Railroad, was a detour from Alanson’s lumber-business dealings, but, for him, an important undertaking. For A. J., though, it was a place where he “heard several profane men use the name of God in vain. I threw 2 scripture cards on the flore & left.” [November 15, 1853] A. J.’s father modeled for his son activism for a moral cause, but A. J. applied it in other ways.

“MY MIND IS MADE UP & SETTLED FOR ANOTHER STATE”

A. J. turned twenty-one during his Susquehanna River voyage, a coming-of-age event for him. At the end of the trip, his father granted him twenty-five dollars, the equivalent of a month’s wages, to make a solo railroad excursion to Washington, DC, with stops in New York City, Philadelphia, and Baltimore.

His time in the nation’s capital included visits to the US Treasury, the Patent Office Museum, the Capitol, the Smithsonian Institution art gallery, and President Franklin Pierce’s house, where he shook the president’s hand. He wrote that he and the president “spoke a few words, but he was preparing his ‘Message’ and had not time to spend with me.” [December 1, 1853] On his third day in Washington, A. J. took a steamer to Mount Vernon. After touring the house and gardens, he visited George Washington’s new tomb. The old one, nearby, was in a decaying condition. He and his fellow tourists each took some small pieces of it as mementos. A. J. would give these marble tokens to a handful of relatives and friends over the ensuing months.

A. J. capped his visit to the capital with a stop at the Washington Monument, then still under construction and only 146 feet high, about one-fourth its final height.12 On his way home, during a brief stopover in New York City, he took a horse car to the New York Crystal Palace to see the Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations, a world’s fair that ran from July 1853 to November 1854.

A. J.’s grand excursion was exciting and educational, but this young man wanted land. For that quest, he would have to embark on a much bigger journey. He briefly considered going to California in the wake of the gold rush, but changed his mind during the course of the raft trip when one of his father’s associates offered him a business opportunity with the promise of “wealth in early life.” His father strongly urged him to consider this offer, and promised that taking it would quickly bring him prosperity. With the strength of character and self-knowledge to recognize what was right for him, however, A. J. declined. He wrote on Thanksgiving Day, “My only reply was repeated again & again. My mind is made up & settled for another state than this.” [November 26, 1853]

It is unclear exactly how A.  J. had made the acquaintance of his Wisconsin friend, Mary Jane Stewart, given the one thousand miles that separated them. He did have cousins in Ohio, where Mary Jane spent her early childhood. Perhaps because of the network of Brethren—Mary Jane’s family and neighbors were fellow members—in Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Wisconsin, where Mary Jane moved sometime before 1850, she had had occasion to spend time in northern Pennsylvania. In any case, she was the only correspondent to whom A. J. sent postage-paid, self-addressed envelopes. The relationship blossomed through their lively ongoing exchange of daguerreotypes and letters throughout 1853. Just after Christmas that year, A. J. announced to his parents his intention to migrate to Wisconsin to join Mary Jane, where they would marry, acquire land, and begin farming.

As he readied himself for his journey west, he traded a watch for a repeating rifle. In his trunk was also a special New Year’s present he had bought for Mary Jane on his raft trip—a silver pencil with a silk cord. He packed his large chest, arranging for his parents to send it later, and left home on December 27, 1853.

After twelve days in transit, A. J. arrived in Patch Grove, Wisconsin, where Mary Jane lived with her mother, stepfather, and half-siblings in a tight-knit farming community. A. J. moved in and became part of the family immediately, joining their frequent prayer meetings and working alongside the men in the community. The romance seemed cemented within just seven days of his arrival, for he penned a poem and signed it as if it were his own (and perhaps it was):

Ex Cupids bow has long been bent:

Th’ string’s just cut, the arrow’s sent:

The mark is hit; the prize is won:

The youth is proud: for work that’s done.

(A. J. Smith)

[January 14, 1854]


CHAPTER TWO

Wisconsin 1854–1869

ON SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 26, I854, A. J. AWOKE BEFORE DAWN TO AN ICY cold and silvery gray day. There was already a fire going in the stove, and the women of the family were preparing breakfast at the home of his fiancée’s uncle, where A. J. and Mary Jane would make their marriage vows at 7:00 a.m. They had had only a few weeks to get to know each other after their long-distance courtship, but A. J. was supremely confident in his decision to marry his seventeen-year-old sweetheart. For him, it was time to commit to a family and a life on the land.

What is most striking about the diary once A. J. settled in Wisconsin in 1854 is how much shorter the daily accounts of his life became compared to his diary entries in Pennsylvania. Not only was he married, but he was also about to take on the responsibility for his own farm. One month after his arrival he decided to stake a claim in an area seven miles from Patch Grove that would soon become the town of Mount Hope. His future in-laws planned to relocate there as well. A. J. and Mary Jane intended to live in her parents’ house temporarily while A. J. worked his own nearby land. For a young man who had always wanted to be a farmer, claiming a piece of land was an important step. He was wisely starting small and could now put to use what he had learned working on his father’s Pennsylvania farm.

SQUATTER’S RIGHTS

The Preemption Act of 1841 was a federal law designed to regulate the sale of public domain lands to US citizens (and those working toward naturalization), who lived on the land for at least fourteen months or worked it consistently for five years. If an individual met these criteria, he or she (widows could make a claim) could acquire title to the land for a minimal price set by the federal government. The concept of preemption rights (akin to squatter’s rights) developed as a way to prevent speculators from buying up large tracts of land and to encourage yeoman farmers to establish communities. When people met the terms of the Preemption Act, they received a patent, equivalent to a deed.

As A. J. described it, his Preemption land-claim process began with a reconnaissance trip with his father-in-law to look at eighty-acre parcels they believed were available for homesteading. They each found one. The two agreed that they would work their respective claims together and split the grain harvest equally. A. J. then visited a man who wrote up his claim for a fee of ten cents. A. J. also gave him postage money and the required two-dollar filing fee. He noted in his diary, “If any one has a claim before me the money will be refunded: if I have the first claim they will send me a certificate, and I must raise $100 to pay one year from this date.” He described his claim and the occasion: “There is one good spring. [A]lso a creek crossed one corner. There are but few trees, the rest is all prairie: gradual descent to the south: It all lays to the sun. Bro[ther] W[ells] & I returned home tired.” [February 6, 1854]

In Pennsylvania, where A. J. had learned the business of farming from his father, the farm was ready-made. In Wisconsin, on the other hand, he had to find it, claim it, clear it, and follow all the rules the US government had set forth in the Preemption Act.

When A. J. made his Wisconsin claim, it was still winter, too early to begin planting, so he immediately commenced improving the property by splitting rails to build fences, setting fire to the prairie grasses to prepare for planting, digging out a spring, and logging. A. J. and his work partner felled trees, drew them out of the woods, and then prepared them for transport to the mill. By the end of logging season, A. J. had seventeen of his own logs awaiting the milling process. In the evenings and during inclement weather, he made an ax handle, swifts on which Mary Jane could wind yarn, rockers for a rocking chair, and a maul fashioned from an oak knot that he had found in the woods.

As spring approached, A. J. began moving household goods to Mount Hope. By mid-March, A. J. and Mary Jane had settled in the house on his in-laws’ new land. The arrival from Pennsylvania of A. J.’s chest, after nine weeks in transit, aided the domestic arrangements. In it he found what he had packed before his departure, along with some items his parents had added: “one feather tick: 1 Bible: 3 Comforters: 17 yds muslin: 1 coat: [undecipherable word]: 1 sugar bowl; full of white sugar: some dried apples: some sausage: peach stones: 1 pr pants: some books, &tc &tc.” [April 14, 1854]

Trading tasks with his neighbors and the men in Mary Jane’s family facilitated A. J.’s homesteading process. He borrowed oxen for certain tasks and agreed to give his father-in-law five days of work and some logs in exchange for five days’ work and hauling three logs to the mill, beginning a multifaceted system of bartering that would become central to his life in the future. He faithfully recorded the details in his diary. He wrote, “I worked for Mr Parsley 2/3 day with team. Mary let them have 4 fowls, 2 guineas, bush beets. I got 34 pumpkins & 7 mellons.” [September 9, 1859] His trades often included both goods and services in varying combinations. Sometimes the exchange was a triad. “I split 50 rails for uncle Goff to pay Wm Hoag for one tub,” he noted. [August 27, 1859]

320 ACRES

In 1855, A. J. and Mary Jane were living on and farming a different eighty acres than the ones A. J. had claimed in 1854. Then, as his prosperity increased, an optimistic A. J. acquired more land. In May 1857, the US government granted him the patents to three parcels, a total of 320 acres.1 A. J.’s big new farm was still in Grant County, but two miles to the north of where he had first settled. He paid cash, and even though the price of Preemption land was low, he had to borrow money to pay for it.

By the spring of 1859, A. J. was building an addition to their house to make room for the family’s two sons, Alanson Wesley, known as Wesley, and Oliver William, called Olly, ages five and two. A. J. now had his own pair of oxen, which he loaned to people on occasion. He was pleased, given his many acres of prairie land, that his cattle could “get plenty of grass to eat now, wild.” [May 13, 1859] His assets had increased considerably. The future looked bright for the young family.

[image: 2.1. A Wisconsin farm in May 2013, on the land that was once the Smiths’ homestead. PHOTOGRAPH BY THE AUTHOR]

The reproving with scripture cards had ceased by this time. Instead, A.  J. became an exhorter, acquiring “a written exhorters license” on August  20, 1859, and began regularly exhorting at Sunday meetings. The role of an exhorter was somewhere between a layman and the circuit preacher. On November 28, 1859, he “exhorted on experience. Christian perfection & imperfection.” The exhorter offered urgent advice or warnings, often based on a Bible passage—in A. J.’s case, equally divided between Old and New Testaments. While he practiced exhorting, A. J. also began writing in his diary what appear to be drafts of sermons. He soon moved on to embrace the sermon-delivering role of a preacher. Four years later, he passed his examination and licensing requirements to become a local preacher. Religion for A. J. had taken on a new, more official form. A. J.’s increasing responsibilities as farmer and preacher left less time for journaling. The subtitle on the title page of the diary volume he used during this period reads, “Kept to aid the memory: While in Lifes busy scenes engaged.” [1859 diary]

[image: 2.2. The title page of A. J. Smith’s diary of 1859–1883. WASHINGTON STATE LIBRARY MANUSCRIPTS COLLECTION, A. WESLEY SMITH PAPERS, 1853–1935, M.S. 172]

“FAREWELL TO MORTGAGES”

In the summer of 1859 and as the remainder of the year unfolded, A. J. noted in his diary a number of challenges that are unlike what he had reported previously. Some were minor setbacks. In June he wrote, “I planted corn all day where the gofers had pulled it out. . . . The frost of June 4th killed grass & oak leaves & sprouts 18 inches long.” [June 15, 1859] He mentioned his cows, sheep, and oxen wandering off on several occasions and the extended time it took for him to find them. He must not have had the resources to fence his new, larger property. On August 12, he had unspecified “bad luck.” He noted damaging frosts that occurred in August and a killing frost in September.

By the end of the 1859 growing season, A. J.’s diary indicates that farming alone could not sustain him and his family. In November, he traded his turf- breaking plow for two sheep and a hive of bees. He may have known then that his prairie-breaking, farm-expanding days in Wisconsin were ending. In his enthusiasm for having his own land, he’d taken on more property than he could manage. With their land mortgaged to the hilt, the family was now just getting by. A. J. would have to become a wage earner. Undoubtedly, he was disappointed at his inability to live off what his own land could provide, to support his family as an independent farmer who worked only for himself.

In December 1859, A. J. began teaching school, something he had done briefly at the age of eighteen in Pennsylvania.2 Grant County by this time had seven school districts.3 A. J.’s new livelihood took him to teaching appointments in eight different schools over the next three years. One year his schoolhouse burned at the hands of an arsonist eighteen days into the session. He managed to find another position quickly, although the new school was farther from home (about twenty-two miles) and he could not return to his family at night. The next season he was able to find a teaching position near home. The following year, however, he was back to boarding for his teaching position. His January 3, 1862, diary entry suggests that his landlord regarded him almost as a servant. “School ect. Mr. I. L. Miles requires me to do some chores and pay One Dollar per every seven days for my board. I am at liberty to go and come at my pleasure while we mutually consent to the above.” It seems the arrangement did not suit A. J., for one week later he found another place to stay and agreed to pay an additional fifty cents per week.

Mary Jane began adding to the family income by sewing for other families. A diary list of 1861 expenditures includes needles and thread, muslin and dress lining by the yard, and “2. Yds. small figured pink calico .25.,” one of only a handful of times a color is mentioned anywhere in the diaries. Pink may have seemed special in that it was a color available only after the invention of aniline dyes in 1860.4

A. J. and Mary Jane’s financial situation, on the other hand, was far from “in the pink.” Unable to pay off an outstanding debt, in August A. J. renewed a mortgage to raise funds. Then, in early January 1860, the court served the Smiths with lawsuit papers, a complaint for nonpayment of a debt. In April, A. J. and Mary Jane traveled twelve miles to the sheriff ’s office in Lancaster, the county seat, to face the judgment. His diary entry for April 11 lays out the long-term results of his first mortgage, taken three years earlier, and conveys not only his intense frustration but also his resolve to avoid getting into debt in the future. The entry reads:

[image: [W]ent to Lancaster. Paid D Ward $2.50. Gulop and Gleson’s Judgment $9.46. = $11.96. I paid $1. to the Grant County Herald. . . . Lancaster, Wis. Sheriff Office. Apr 11, /60 AD. D. M. Russell versus A J Smith & Wife Judgment $72.51. cts. Costs before judgment $32.35. cts. Interest .75. Printers fee 3.00 Sheriffs fee 6.00. Clerks fee for copy & sale $1.95. Cost to Redeem Amt. $116.56 Had they proceeded to sale same $15 or $20. Must have been added to the above Amt. S O Payne the plaintiffs Attorney let me off $5. I then paid him $111.56 ct. He gave me a Rect in full of all demand. I paid J D Green for services .65 ct J Horsefall J P, .50 B L. Loomis, .75. Amt. $1.90]

[image: The sacrifice of my cattle $60.00 4 trips to Lancaster & 2 trips to Platteville & Six weeks time & expenses $25.00. Total Amt. 203.46. My first note, Feb. 10, 1857, $50.95 in trust at high prices has cost me the enormous sum of $203.46. Farewell to Mortgages. A J Smith]

The sale of the 160-acre chunk of his land was final on June 1, 1860. With the lawsuit settled and more than half of his land gone, for A. J. the following six months were challenging. He farmed the remains of his property but seemed restless and at loose ends, waiting for school to begin again in the fall. Mary Jane was pregnant. He worked occasionally for various neighbors, sold a few of his poems, worked on the road to pay taxes, and cut wood. His poem “In These Hard Times!” which he sang at the Independence Day celebration in Lancaster, tells the story of his financial situation:

HARD TIMES! Mercy on me, no mercy!

HARD TIMES! No mercy for those who are in debt.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

My notes are due, I know that’s true,

But dollars—they are scarce and few.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Produce is low, you very well know,

To settle your claims, there is no show.

Suits are commenced, our farms are fenced.

And execution must recompense—

That’s how we’re forced to pay.5

(A. J. Smith, “In These Hard Times!”)

Having sold one cow in January, A. J. had to sell another and her calf in June. In early August, he came home one day to find their cellar full of water after a heavy storm. “Lost one b[arre]l new soap, 2 bush[el] lime. Our butter & lard & Meat was flooded. S A Townsend helped me bail about 700 cubic ft. of water out of the cellar. [A] great deal of wheat is washed away & the rest is damaged very much,” he wrote. [August 2, 1860]

“HARRIET MATILDA SMITH WAS BORN AT 7½ O’CLOCK PM”

It was into these deeply unsettled times that A. J. and Mary Jane’s first daughter and third child was born. A. J.’s diary entry for August 12 reads, “[H]unted for the old cow—oxen & sheep. Mary is very sick—sent for Dr. Clark. [H]e was not at home. Ellery Babcock sent Daniel Garvin for Mrs Clark.” The next day, he wrote:

Mrs Clark came in the morning. Dr came about 11. o’clock. AM.
Harriet Matilda Smith
Was Born
at 7½ o’clock PM. August 13th, 1860. AD.

A prayer followed:

We thank the Lord for favors shown
And ask thee now to bless thine own
& May this child in early life
Seek God and shun a world of strife

There is no indication that Harriet—known first as Matilda and later as Hattie (and sometimes Hatty)—sought God in early life, or ever, for that matter, at least not through organized religion. Nor did she shun a world of strife, for the adventurous and challenging years ahead would bring her more than her share of that.

The year 1861 found the Smiths back in Pennsylvania living with A. J.’s parents. They spent the six months of the growing season there, having rented their Wisconsin land to another farmer. During this time, A. J. learned the craft of broom making, which he would use to supplement his income from teaching. They returned to Wisconsin in the fall.

The Smiths had no horse or other mode of transportation during this time. When A. J. went to Boscobel to buy “one table $4, one bedstead $2.75, one pocket knife 25 cts, shawl 1.00, 2 butcher knives 25 cts, Powder 35 cts, cups 5, 2½ lbs shot 25 cts & a few other articles,” he walked and noted that the trip home took four hours. [July 12, 1862] He also had money for necessities like new shoes for his growing children, as well as occasional luxuries, such as a two-dollar cradle rocking chair and “rattle box for Matilda [Hattie] 20 cts & 2 slates for the boys for 5 cts each,” although in the latter case the presents for the children were bought with money borrowed from a neighbor. [February 7, 1861] He also bought a primary reader for Wesley, as he would do for his second son one year later, and made a little willow basket for Hattie.

[image: 2.3. A. J. Smith’s diary entry for August 13, 1860, the day of Harriet’s birth. WASHINGTON STATE LIBRARY MANUSCRIPTS COLLECTION, A. WESLEY SMITH PAPERS, 1853–1935, M.S. 172]

A. J. was elected school clerk for a three-year term in 1862, and town clerk in 1863, offices for which he probably earned a nominal salary.6 His duties for the latter included keeping the minutes for the town board meeting, working on maps and road books, registering voters, and issuing permits.

During the early 1860s, in addition to teaching school and serving his clerkships, A. J. also farmed on a modest scale, growing corn, wheat, hay, rye, potatoes, and broomcorn for his broom-making business.7 He had to pay farmers with oxen to break his soil and borrow a horse to do his plowing. He also sold eggs, worked for local farmers during harvest season— grinding wheat, stacking corn, digging potatoes—and sold brooms. In the fall of 1862, he made and sold 150 brooms, using a machine to facilitate the process. In at least one instance his diary entry says “we” made brooms, which suggests Mary Jane assisted him. When the school terms began, he took his broom-making machine with him to the places where he boarded.

“WE LEFT OUR STATE, TO MEET THE FATE”

After the Smiths’ return to Wisconsin from Pennsylvania, they had scaled back their farming operation and were managing to make ends meet with A. J.’s various jobs, yet difficulties would begin again for young Hattie and her family with the Civil War, which had begun in April 1861. On June 24 of that year, A. J. mentioned it for the first time when he wrote of a friend leaving for the war. In the next five months, he recorded the deaths of twelve soldiers he knew by noting the name, date, and cause of death, and surrounding each diary entry with a bold black box. More than half of the men had died of disease.

A. J. registered for the draft in June 1863 and enlisted in the Union Army’s 50th Regiment Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry on March 13, 1865. Assigned to Company H, he was one of four sergeants. He spent most of his Union Army service at Fort Rice on the Missouri River, in an area that is now North Dakota. His primary assignment was to manage the fort’s bakery, which produced bread for more than one thousand soldiers on a daily basis.

[image: 2.4. The title page of A. J. Smith’s war journal of 1866. WASHINGTON STATE LIBRARY MANUSCRIPTS COLLECTION, A. WESLEY SMITH PAPERS, 1853–1935, M.S. 172]

A. J. felt isolated in this remote place. “Comparatively we are exiled. We don’t know what is going on in the world around us. We have seldom any communication from home, and
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2.4. The title page of A. J. Smith’s

war journal of 1866. WASHINGTON STATE
LIBRARY MANUSCRIPTS COLLECTION, A. WESLEY
SMITH PAPERS. 1853-1935 M.S. 172
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1.1. A postcard of Harriet Smith Pullen wearing her Tlingit ceremo-
nial shirt in Skagway, ca. 1920. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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1.2. Alanson B. and Matilda Bush Smith, A. J. Smith’s parents, ca. 1853.
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