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			UNSETTLING WOMEN
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			The ongoing reformation of American women’s history has rightfully restored many individuals previously omitted because of race or class, but one group, distinguished by region, remains overlooked. Between the 1840s and the early twentieth century, the women’s rights movement and the colonization of the West were overlapping epochs, and three generations of women were critical to both. Just as during the Revolution and wars since, the vast region’s settlement disrupted society’s rules of the game enough to give determined women opportunities to become more equal by acting more as equals. This book explores the lives of such courageous individuals, who emerged among the White, Black, and Asian women new to the West, and the Native American and Hispanic peoples they displaced, not just to join but also at certain crucial moments to lead the human rights revolution that, with the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, would enfranchise half of the nation.

			Told that their only place was in the home, women across Victorian America nevertheless proceeded to make stunning social, economic, and political advances toward equality. In the West, however, they often did so while also struggling to build homes, communities, and ways of life from scratch. By the watershed year of 1914, the homesteaders and town mothers, coeds and cooks, teachers and doctors in most of the region could vote—a right still denied to women in every eastern state. Yet much like the larger history of the West, which is often dismissed as flyover country short on figures such as the founding fathers and events to match the Revolution, its women’s record of double-barreled achievement has been neglected.

			When the West’s women have not been slighted, they have often been misrepresented, whether as the anonymous aproned helpmeets portrayed in the numerous generic “Pioneer Wife” memorial statues or as feminists in boots and buckskins, allegedly liberated by frontier life. Even the western suffragist has been stereotyped, like her eastern counterpart, as a traditional White wife and mother, yet a striking number of these activists, like the West’s outstanding women in general, were single, divorced, gay, or bisexual. Still others were women of color. For many Native American, Hispanic, Black, and Asian women, political activism first and foremost meant ensuring their families’ survival amid the systemic racism that menaced them, yet from their ranks stalwart suffragists later fought to amplify their peoples’ voices as well as their sex’s. Whatever their differences, the West’s trailblazing women were neither the martyrs nor Amazons of song and story but hardworking, persistent individuals who, during the heyday of Victorian domesticity and cross-continental expansion, helped extend women’s place from the private home to the national homeland and made America a more just union.

			The names of a few remarkable western women—perhaps Montana’s Jeannette Rankin, the first woman elected to the US Congress, or Annie Oakley, the nonresident apotheosis of the new cowgirl—may be familiar, but most are not. They include Oregon’s Abigail Scott Duniway, the mother of western suffrage; Nebraska’s Susan La Flesche Picotte, the nation’s first Native American physician; New Mexico’s Adelina “Nina” Otero-Warren, a chic Hispanic educator and politician; Elizabeth Ensley, a Black teacher, clubwoman, and cofounder of Colorado’s Non-Partisan Equal Suffrage Association; and Lalu Nathoy, a Chinese woman who escaped slavery in the sex trade to become Polly Bemis, a pioneer homesteader in Idaho.

			

			—

			American women’s struggle for equality did not begin, nor has it ended, with suffrage—the right to vote in national and local elections, sit on juries, and run for elected office—but remains an incremental social, economic, and political process. Before it was so vividly illustrated in the nineteenth-century West, the connection between women’s socioeconomic status and their rights was highlighted in a handful of states during and just after the Revolution. While men waged the war, many wives capably ran their families’ enterprises. Abigail Adams operated the farm she shared with the future president and sold her butter and eggs for extra money; Mary Katherine Goddard assumed her brother’s duties as publisher of the Maryland Journal and the Baltimore Advertiser and soon after became Baltimore’s postmaster. In recognition of such enterprise and patriotism, the governments of New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts, and New Hampshire allowed women to vote. The Jerseyites held on till 1807, but after the men returned from war, most had been disenfranchised by the time of the Constitution’s ratification in 1788.

			Indeed, American women were citizens in name only. In principle, citizenship is a constellation of civic rights, such as voting, and responsibilities, such as paying taxes. In reality, it is also a status that involves complex entitlements, which in America was first limited to White men—initially landowners—whose ability to maintain and protect a household qualified them to participate in public affairs. By age-old law and custom, women, much like the enslaved, were not allowed to meet those criteria. They had no official place in civic life and very few legal rights. According to the country’s version of English common law, a feme sole, or single woman, could at least own property and make contracts in her own name. Almost all women married then, however, and a wife became a feme covert, who was “covered by,” or officially absorbed into, her husband’s person. In exchange for his support and protection, she was legally obliged to serve and obey him; her public persona consisted of being his spouse and the mother of his offspring. She could not own, inherit, or control property, including her earnings, sue in court, run a business, divorce, or even claim custody of her own children.

			As the Industrial Revolution gathered steam in a rapidly urbanizing America, women’s status—at least those of adequate to ample means in towns and cities—initially declined still further. In the old agrarian economy, home and work were intermeshed on farms, where the labor of both sexes sustained the family. Now they became very different places, especially in the booming metropolises, where men’s jobs in the new factories and offices supported their wives and children. Eager to codify this huge shift, an anxious Victorian establishment consigned the sexes to what were routinely called “separate spheres.” Men were given the public world of industry and commerce, law and politics. Women were confined to the private world of the home, where their increasingly elaborate housework and childcare were no longer deemed economic contributions but acts of unselfish love. Agrarian women remained coproviders for their families, and enslaved and poor women had to toil, but for the well- and well-enough-off who observed the rules of the “cult of true womanhood,” the only acceptable career was marriage. Indeed, they could compromise their respectable reputations if they ventured far from their domestic circles and churches, much less to a workplace.

			Just as westward migration began, however, influential social architects such as Catharine Beecher, a pious, prominent teacher, reformer, and champion of female education, remodeled the cloistered Victorian home into the seat of women’s new social potency. They built upon a theory, evolving since the eighteenth century, that women were not so much inferior to men, as had always been thought, as different from them: weaker and dimmer, of course, but also more elevated, nurturing, and virtuous. In A Treatise on Domestic Economy, published in 1841 and venerated for decades as a secular bible on how best to live, Beecher put the home and homemaker at the center of America’s rapidly changing society—and its westward expansion. Women were no mere domestic drudges, she asserted, but the rightful arbiters of all questions regarding mores, manners, childrearing, religion, and charity—matters previously adjudicated by men. Indeed, she went so far as to proclaim that what was later termed their “moral authority,” even superiority, created a balance of power: “It is in America, alone, that women are raised to an equality with the other sex.”

			The glorification of their domestic role and its gradual expansion from home to community to nation throughout the century endowed women with a potent religious and social gravitas that elevated their standing and provided a platform from which activists launched their campaign for legal and political empowerment. Poor and enslaved women could not emulate it, and others, whether agrarian wives, rights reformers, or the first female teachers and other professionals, did so qualifiedly if at all, but the aspirational model of the domestic yet righteous American Madonna suffused sentimental, religious Victorian society and migrated to the West.

			

			—

			Most nineteenth-century Americans, including Beecher, considered politics too base a pursuit for women, but not all. In July 1848, as migration increased, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, both abolitionists, famously convened a meeting in Seneca Falls, New York, to discuss what were first called “woman rights.” Their later propaganda presented the event as the birthplace of the suffrage movement, but the gathering only helped formalize and publicize a cause born earlier amid the ferocious battle to abolish slavery. By the 1830s, Black abolitionists, soon personified by Sojourner Truth, upheld universal suffrage, or the right to vote regardless of race, sex, or creed. Their conviction in turn inspired White women abolitionists to rebel against their own second-class status—albeit based on gender rather than race—which prevailed even within the male-dominated anti-slavery movement, to say nothing of marriage. Moreover, Stanton and Mott were well aware of a much older precedent for women’s rights in their own upstate community. Women in the democratic, egalitarian societies of the local Seneca and Oneida peoples of the Haudenosaunee or Iroquois Confederation had long owned property, divorced, and elected leaders.

			After two days, the conveners of the Seneca Falls conference drew up a Declaration of Rights and Sentiments, based on the founders’ democratic ideals and the inclusive “social gospel” upheld by like-minded evangelical Christians and Quakers. Elegantly rephrasing Thomas Jefferson, Stanton wrote: “All men and women are created equal.” Lofty language notwithstanding, their immediate goals were distinctly down to earth and based on domesticity. These included the rights to control property, divorce, and maintain custody of their children, which would enable wives to protect themselves and their families from improvident or abusive husbands. (Anticipating change, just two months before, New York State had set an important precedent with its landmark Married Women’s Property Act—the first in a series of slow, often grudging, piecemeal reforms in other states.) Of the three hundred conferees, just a hundred signed the document, and even zealots considered suffrage such a far-fetched goal that they included it in their declaration only after Black abolitionist Frederick Douglass’s last-minute, passionate insistence that the vote was a universal human right. As he later put it, woman’s equality “was hers before she comprehended it. It is inscribed upon all the powers and faculties of her soul, and no custom, law nor usage can ever destroy it.” In mainstream society, however, the women’s rights proclaimed at Seneca Falls were considered so ludicrous that some newspapers lampooned the very idea simply by printing a list of them.

			From the beginning, the suffrage movement was a messy, fragmented, gradational phenomenon that waxed and waned over decades of internecine as well as public debate. Where ideology was concerned, some leaders focused first on women’s right to vote in school board elections—a surprisingly contentious issue seen as the thin end of the wedge. Others stoutly claimed that women deserved full enfranchisement, whether because they were equal to men or morally superior to them. Many of the same activists who challenged their own subordination to men’s authority and monopoly on political power did not consider people of color, including other suffragists, as equals; indeed, some even used the maintenance of White supremacy as a rationale for the vote. What the movement lacked in consistency, however, it made up for in sheer grit. In Oregon alone, activists began lobbying for their rights in 1870, barely a decade after statehood, then mounted five grueling campaigns to pass a suffrage referendum—a general vote by the electorate on a single issue—before winning on their sixth attempt in 1912.

			

			—

			The vast territory called “the West” clearly ended at the Pacific Ocean, but throughout the nineteenth century, Americans kept redefining the frontier’s eastern boundary. By the 1840s, when the first settlers began to cross the country, the divide was the Mississippi River, then the Missouri, before stabilizing at the hundredth meridian: the invisible line that separates the greener East from the largely arid and semi arid terrain reaching to the opposite coast.

			The West differed from the rest of America in significant ways that affected women’s position, starting with demography. Until the turn of the century, White men significantly outnumbered White women there, particularly in mining towns and cities, which boosted the latter’s status. Though far less populous than the East, the region was home to the great majority of the country’s Native Americans, Hispanics, Mormons, and Asians, which positioned the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant women who predominated in early migration to be cast as gentle, maternal “civilizers” among “savages” in an alleged “wilderness.” Indeed, the West quickly became a showcase for the ideal home—the keystone of Victorian society and now also the building block of America’s transcontinental expansion—and the virtuous wife who presided over it. The idea of the high-minded “citizen-mother” of her fledgling community—and even the Greater Home that was the nation, most of which now lay in the region—became such a familiar trope that the Italian composer Giacomo Puccini later celebrated her in Minnie, the Bible-spouting heroine of his opera La Fanciulla del West, or “The Damsel of the West.”

			Women’s status also benefited from conditions in the West’s so-called settler society, which by definition was simpler, more forward-looking, and less encumbered by tradition, precedent, and an entrenched, oppositional establishment. During the hardscrabble settlement era, as in most of America today, it took two industrious partners to support a family, which increased women’s work and its value. In agrarian areas, unmarried women had their pick of suitors among men loath to homestead without a wife to handle the house and garden and earn much-needed cash from her “home production,” whether selling eggs and bread or taking in sewing or boarders. In mining towns, women used those same domestic skills to make what seemed like small fortunes by marketing hot meals and clean laundry to the overwhelmingly male population. Some settlers also increased women’s civic profile by moving from the private into the public sphere as the “town mothers” who organized many of the West’s first schools, churches, and charities. These homemakers and community builders could not achieve economic much less political parity with men in the patriarchal system, but their record of hard work and dedication won respect and made them a force, albeit nonelectoral, to be reckoned with.

			During the Civil War, two small but influential groups of western women began to capitalize on unique opportunities to gain status and also be treated as equals by the federal government—an important political precedent. In 1862, as the conflict raged, President Abraham Lincoln and his more gender-egalitarian Republicans passed two groundbreaking laws that recognized women’s importance to the Greater Reconstruction; lasting from 1845 to 1877, this sweeping scheme to create a unified, coast-to-coast nation included colonizing the West as well as eventually reclaiming the rebellious South.

			In May, Congress passed the Homestead Act, which enabled female as well as male heads of households to claim free land in the West. At a time when most women had few economic opportunities at all, the chance to own real estate that could support an independent life or produce capital to fund their next ventures was a stunning advance. Importantly, these homesteaders also attained the prized landowner status that since the days of the agrarian founders had been tied to citizenship and social standing. Their names on tax rolls beside their male neighbors’ later became an important argument for full citizenship.

			Very few nineteenth-century Americans, especially women, had access to higher education and the professional life it enabled, but in July, Congress passed the Morrill Land-Grant Act. The law created nearly a hundred tuition-free, coeducational public colleges and universities, two thirds of which were in the rapidly developing West. Given access to decent careers that enabled them to support themselves, women graduates had an alternative to marriage. Many who joined the ranks of the region’s first, urgently needed homegrown professionals became teachers, but almost 15 percent of educated women entered traditionally male professions such as medicine, journalism, and the law, compared to the national rate of 8 percent. At the same time, other young women fled agrarian backwaters for new opportunities as clerks, seamstresses, factory workers, and waitresses in the nation’s fastest-growing cities, where they often significantly outnumbered men well into the twentieth century.

			Later in the Victorian era, many ambitious westerners matched the profile of the “New Woman.” This appealing hybrid was suspended between the nineteenth century’s domestic model of womanhood and the early twentieth century’s more liberated version, based on the kind of independent, self-fulfilling way of life traditionally limited to men. Women such as Clara Shortridge Foltz, a divorced single mother who became the Pacific Coast’s first female lawyer, Zitkala-Sa, a Dakota writer, rights activist, and musician, and Caroline Lockhart, a journalist, a rancher, and an author of popular Westerns, helped Americans come to terms with women’s evolving role in a rapidly modernizing society.

			

			—

			Just as the West presented certain ambitious women with unique opportunities to own land and attend college, it gave them special advantages in their pursuit of more rights. Indeed, in 1854, just six years after Seneca Falls and a year after the Washington Territory was founded, a suffrage bill failed to pass in its legislature by a single vote. The national movement was based in the East, but when the cause reemerged after the hiatus imposed by the Civil War, suffrage took off in the West like no place else.

			Even before the West’s gifted suffragists developed a strong movement, their environment afforded their cause certain social and political advantages. From a purely practical standpoint, legislators in the sparsely populated region were eager to grow their electorates and thus amplify their clout in Washington, DC; attracting White women would also help balance the gender ratio and for racists counter the ballots of men of color who were enfranchised by the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. Passing such controversial laws was also easier in loosely governed, socially fluid territories than in states encumbered by a century’s worth of tradition and legal precedent. Moreover, territories transitioning into states had to write constitutions, which mandated debate over issues including women’s legal rights and political status. Finally, compared to their brothers in the South and East, men who witnessed women’s service during ongoing settlement were notably more receptive to their empowerment—particularly if it was also to their own political advantage.

			In 1869, the Wyoming Territory’s women became the first in Euro-American history to be fully enfranchised, followed a year later by those of the largely Mormon Utah Territory—both a half century before the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. It is often said that western men “gave women the vote,” but after those first two gifts, other territorial and state governments responded only after women persistently lobbied for bills, saw them defeated, then tried, tried again.

			In the 1870s and 1880s, while suffragists fought for full citizenship in legislatures and courtrooms, western women continued to build political power by moving from community building into large-scale social reform. Many enlisted in the powerful nationwide Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, which began as a campaign against vices that jeopardized the family, particularly drunkenness. Before long, however, the WCTU embraced suffrage and a broad “Do Everything” agenda that fought against poverty, ignorance, and other evils—a shift especially popular in the pragmatic West. Native American reformers such as Susette La Flesche, an Omaha teacher and author, and Sarah Winnemucca, a Paiute writer and orator, inspired White women, including Alice Cunningham Fletcher, America’s first female anthropologist, and Helen Hunt Jackson, author of the bestselling novel Ramona, to join their fight to achieve equality for the West’s original peoples; by influencing public policy before they could vote themselves, they strengthened women’s claim to the rights of full citizenship.

			By the 1890s, an extraordinary number of women helped make the West the national capital of the new progressive politics, which championed women’s rights as well as greater democracy and economic justice for average people and opposed corrupt government and Big Business. Many followed the Kansan homesteader-turned-lawyer Mary Elizabeth Lease into the new People’s Party, which upheld women’s equality while defending farmers and workers against the Industrial Age’s rapacious 1 percent. Like Ella Knowles, Montana’s first female lawyer, some courageous progressive women ran for public office before they were enfranchised themselves. Many others helped to shape the laws of new states, right down to the more gender-neutral wording of their constitutions. When the progressive states of Colorado and Idaho enfranchised women in 1893 and 1896 respectively, the West, along with the settler societies of Australia and New Zealand, became a global as well as national epicenter of suffrage. As immigration surged in the early twentieth century and the public debated over the question of “Who is a real American?” western women increasingly pointed to their long record of community building and local civic involvement and demanded full citizenship.

			In the early twentieth century, western suffragists came up with a successful formula for winning the vote. Sophisticated young suffragists such as Cora Smith Eaton, a physician, mountaineer, and coauthor of the Washington Women’s Cook Book: Votes for Women, Good Things to Eat, mounted splashy, creative campaigns that changed American politicking. Like Oregon’s Dr. Esther Pohl Lovejoy, founder of the multiracial Everybody’s Equal Suffrage League, and Harriet “Hattie” Redmond, a janitor at the US District Court in Portland and the president of its Colored Women’s Equal Suffrage Association, they rallied diverse women as workers for their homes and homeland who deserved to vote. Most important, they fostered successful coalitions with other forward-looking, nonpartisan good-government groups, such as progressive political organizations, labor and farmers’ unions, and liberal-minded Republicans, who needed women’s votes to promote their own agendas. By 1914, suffragists had made the winning argument in Washington, California, Oregon, Arizona, Kansas, Nevada, and Montana: an unofficial union of hardworking “municipal housekeepers”—whether unpaid mothers or employees on the job—were entitled to vote to improve the homeland as well as their homes.

			

			—

			Ironically, by the time of the suffragists’ triumph that year, the West’s demography had synchronized with that of the rest of the country, and women no longer benefited from the settlement era’s unprecedented opportunities. As World War I loomed, society’s conservative turn, exacerbated by women’s economic and political gains, created the predictable backlash. Even the rugged rodeo cowgirls who had recently competed with men were replaced by spangled rodeo queens who waved sedately from their palominos.

			Like the history of the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century West in general, the record of its women is not a seamless march of progress but a jagged trajectory of advances on one front and retreats on another, progress for some and declines for others. There is no way to balance colonization’s benefits for White settlers and their descendants with the costs to the region’s original peoples, or to reconcile the racism endured by women of color, including within the rights movement, with the gains made by their sex. To move forward, however, Americans must both engage humbly with the tragedies of our shared past and also take heart in its triumphs, including women’s ongoing empowerment.

			Before the first eastern greenhorns arrived in their covered wagons, the West had changed countless times during the fourteen thousand years of its history that have now been chronicled, just as its political and demographic landscape of red, blue, and purple states continues to shift today. The inspiring legacy of the overlooked westerners who helped redefine “American woman” at home and abroad is an important part of that long record, particularly because it proves that, despite formidable obstacles, change is possible, even for rules once seemingly writ in stone.

		

	
		
			One

			HOME ON THE RANGE

			[image: ]

			
				We were surely taking a wild and inconsiderate step . . .

				—SARAH JANE CUMMINS, OREGON SETTLER

			

			On May 4, 1845, Sarah Jane Cummins left St. Joseph, Missouri, a two-year-old frontier town and jumping-off point for the West, to start a grueling migration to the Oregon Territory, and a much longer, unanticipated journey toward greater equality. She and Benjamin Walden, her husband of just two weeks, were seeking a better, more prosperous life in the largely uncharted region, which by 1848 would sprawl across the current states of Oregon, Washington, Idaho, and parts of Wyoming and Montana. After a four-month honeymoon in a wagon train traveling across verdant prairies, arid plains, and the towering Rocky Mountains, they, along with Sarah’s family, planned to claim free land in the fertile Willamette Valley. Like other pragmatic young people, they knew that survival there, much less success, required two hardworking, capable partners, and they married before joining the vast enterprise famously defined that very year as America’s “manifest destiny to overspread the continent.”

			Of the thousands of early practitioners of what was later called “manifest domesticity,” several hundred, including Cummins, proudly recorded their landlocked westward odysseys. She began her account with a flutter of conflicted feelings. No one had heard from the settlers who had preceded them to the valley the year before, and she admitted that she and her family were taking a “wild and inconsiderate step” into the almost-unknown.

			Cummins was just sixteen years old, but she was well prepared to take that wild step, having twice in recent years experienced the rigors of moving west in pursuit of greater prosperity. Agriculture was America’s major industry, and her father was one of many men who had profited from developing and selling one farm to buy a larger, preferably cheaper one, sometimes repeatedly. First, he had transplanted her and her siblings from Ohio to Illinois. Then one afternoon, her dazed mother had exclaimed, “What do you think father has done?” No sooner had the family moved to St. Joseph, where Cummins attended its first school, first church, and first lectures on temperance—abstention from alcohol, at least hard spirits—than her father found a lucrative reason to consider migrating again.

			In 1843, a provisional government of early settlers tried to encourage development in the Willamette Valley by offering migrants, especially married White men like Cummins’s father and their wives (including Native women), a real estate bonanza. These couples could claim 640 acres, or one “section,” of land in exchange for living on and improving the property, usually with some cleared fields and a building or two; single men received just 320 acres. (In 1850, two years after the United States officially annexed the Oregon Territory, previously also claimed by Great Britain, Congress passed the Donation Land Claim Act, which legitimized the earlier grants and attracted some seven thousand settlers eager to cash in on the same offer.) In February 1845, Cummins’s father and her new suitor decided to join the other ambitious, restless, young and youngish men, many of them farmers and skilled artisans, who saw the 1,800-mile migration from Missouri to Oregon as the royal road to potential rewards well worth the risks.

			The footloose men’s wives often saw the move differently. Like Cummins’s pregnant mother, many were deeply engaged with family, home, and community, and they accurately anticipated a dangerous ordeal leading to an uncertain outcome far from loved ones. Some argued successfully against the move, and many others closely negotiated the terms of their compliance. In patriarchal American society, however, men had the last word in such important matters, and some wives went west under strong protest, including women dragged along by force. Even those who like young Cummins welcomed the move experienced the painful wrench of parting and some degree of homesickness.

			Most women soon adjusted to life in their new mobile homes. Once across the Missouri River, Cummins boasted that her covered wagon had “the best accoutrements that the age and inventions of the times produced,” but it was just ten feet long and three and a half feet wide and crammed with more than a ton of goods. Practical necessities, such as her husband’s tools and bacon stored in barrels of bran, jostled against treasures, including a “Bible, dictionary, arithmetic, grammar, charts and maps, also our diplomas of graduation.” For good reason, families lived outdoors in decent weather and suffered when conditions forced them to sleep in or underneath their jam-packed wagons at night.

			From sunrise to sunset, the migrants’ wagons juddered over the deep ruts and perilous rivers that corrugated the Oregon Trail. Then the West’s approximation of an interstate highway, it was just a rough dirt track, based on narrow game paths first used by Native Americans and fur trappers, that only grudgingly allowed for wheeled vehicles. After traversing what was then called the Great American Desert, later the Great Plains, they struggled up an eight-thousand-foot ascent to the South Pass over the ramparts of the Rockies. From there, some parties branched off on secondary trails to California or Utah, and others, including Cummins and her family, continued on to the Pacific Northwest.

			

			—

			The challenges of migration and settlement soon obliged women to become more equal to men by behaving that way, if only by necessity. Early in the trip, most couples stuck to the Victorian era’s gender rules: men did the heavy outdoor work, such as driving the wagon and handling the livestock, and women did the domestic chores. As Cummins soon found, however, housekeeping in a canvas-capped “prairie schooner” was rarely smooth sailing. As the migration ground on, it became clear that, far from being secondary, so-called women’s work—washing laundry in muddy rivers, gathering dried buffalo dung for fuel, which as Cummins noted, “caused many ladies to act very cross,” and cooking three meals a day over campfires—was absolutely essential to their venture. Indeed, their chores were so onerous that most of the relatively few single men who headed west signed on as extra hands to family parties.

			Like most women on the trail, Cummins gradually developed a more flexible, western improvisation on her traditional domestic role. After all, to stay safe, fed, and reasonably clean while progressing with the journey, both partners had to do whatever urgently needed doing at any particular moment without considering gender. Some men occasionally helped with cooking and childcare, but many women often cracked the whip over the great teams of oxen or horses, loaded and unloaded the wagons, and did other such men’s chores.

			Migration showcased the value of women’s work and expanded their functional repertoire, but it also offered them opportunities to experience new freedoms and develop new skills. If they rode horses at all, proper women back East used sidesaddles—originally designed to protect virginal hymens—but Cummins anticipated the cowgirl by looping up her skirts and riding “gentleman fashion.” She relished the role of scout, jumping on her horse to guide her husband as he drove their wagon through roiling rivers pocked with the hidden boulders that caused many accidents. She proudly noted that while she was leading several girlfriends on a search for pasture for the wagon train’s livestock, their route was closely observed by the men, who “profited by our experience” and quickly followed with the horses and cattle.

			At a time when girls did not get the same degree of schooling as boys, Cummins also decided to treat the West like a vast coeducational campus. (Indeed, she still fumed over the teacher who had wasted time by making girls practice facial expressions “suited to the occasion of entertaining company.”) She enthused over the region’s “sermons in stones, books in running brooks,” opportunities for geological observations, and spontaneous encounters with wildlife. Thrilled by the sight, she lyrically compared a thundering buffalo stampede to “the undulating movement of a great sea as it rises in regular billows and falls in gently undulating troughs.”

			As the journey broadened Cummins’s experience and encouraged her sense of agency, she grew more independent. When her elders tried to discourage her from helping the men herd the family’s cattle over steep mountains, she shrugged off their concern, writing that her “will was not to be swayed in that matter.” She and the poorly equipped and provisioned wranglers soon got lost, however, and avoided death from exposure only when her husband shot a gun at a bit of dry coat lining to kindle a fire. Though shaken by the close call, she reminded herself to focus on her future home rather than her present trials and soon rallied to explore on her own. “Seated on eternal snow,” she wrote, “looking from over these mountains and hills, across wide valleys into dark glens, above the roar of wind or of waters, I was lost in infinity.”

			Despite their experiments with women’s traditional role, even spirited young wives such as Cummins, who often behaved like what Americans already called “tomboys,” clung to their status as proper homemakers for several reasons. Domesticity was, after all, their major source of social identity and power, and throughout the long journey, they proudly continued to wear its symbolic uniform of white aprons, collars, and cuffs, however grimy and ragged they became. Even those who were willing to take on men’s chores as need be did not want to add them to their own brutal workload on a routine basis. Sticking to the familiar amid migration’s often disorienting circumstances also afforded them certain precious comforts, including some autonomy from men and the solace of the close female ties encouraged by Victorian society’s separate spheres.

			Cummins was one of many diarists to describe her affectionate bonds and experiences with other “dear good” women on the trail with a warmth conspicuously absent from their reserved remarks regarding their husbands. Influential figures such as Sarah Josepha Hale—editor of the popular Godey’s Lady’s Book, proponent of female education, and promoter of the home-oriented, nationwide Thanksgiving holiday—assured women that as rulers of the domestic domain, they were entitled to amicable unions with spouses of their choosing who shared the goal of a comfortable family life. This was an important advance over traditional arranged marriages, to be sure, but rarely did the proper Victorians make mention of their marital relationships. Even Cummins, a new bride, said little about her ties with the man she primly referred to as “Mr. Walden” or “my husband.”

			Most women were determined to resume their place in proper homes as soon as possible—on average, establishing a good house and garden took about two years—yet migration also inevitably expanded their sense of their place in the larger world. Over the long months on the trail, whether enthusiastically or not, they had assumed more responsibility, increased their skill sets, boosted their economic status as valued workers, and, perhaps most important showed themselves—and their husbands and children—that they were capable of more than society maintained.

			Indeed, that so many women prevailed over the physical and emotional stress tests imposed by migration, even as the medical establishment insisted on their physiological and mental frailty, is one of American history’s underremarked ironies. Many diarists boasted about their improved fitness, which they attributed to their strenuous new lives on the trail and the drier, sunnier western climate. (Cummins credited eating buffalo meat, which meant that “for the first time in my life I began to enjoy fairly good health.”) Despite the risks of childbirth for the 20 percent of women who were pregnant on the journey, their mortality rate was lower than that of men, whose work was more dangerous.

			Like Cummins, most women functioned well during migration, but some were heroic. Following behind her on the Oregon Trail just a year later, Ellen Smith was widowed when her husband died of a heart attack in Wyoming. As the onset of winter and starvation loomed, the mother of nine saw him buried and continued on. After the ordeal killed her sixteen-year-old daughter, already ill with typhus, Smith tied the smallest children and their essentials atop the oxen and set off on foot with the older ones, keeping her offspring alive by feeding them roasted mice. When they reached their intended destination in Oregon, she established her family’s homestead as planned—an outstanding economic as well as physical achievement for a woman at a time when very few elsewhere could become landowners.

			

			—

			Migration increased women’s sense of competence as well as their economic status, but it also encouraged them to see themselves as patriotic pioneers—a uniquely western identity that powerfully reinforced their later claim to full citizenship, even as it further disadvantaged the region’s people of color. In 1836, Narcissa Prentiss Whitman, one of the first two White women to cross the Rockies, set the tone for colonizing maternal “civilizers” charged to create God-fearing homes and families amid the West’s “heathens.” Back home in upstate New York, the evangelical Presbyterian schoolteacher from a prosperous family had yearned to convert western Native Americans; but as a woman, she could only approximate her ambition by marrying an ordained minister, then serving as his helpmeet. After some matchmaking by the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions, she wed Rev. Marcus Whitman and left for the Oregon Territory. The news that the golden-haired bride had crossed the Rockies—a feat then thought impossible for such a fine lady—and settled at Waiilatpu, near present-day Walla Walla, Washington, helped open the West to migration by women and families.

			After Whitman cofounded a mission to serve the Cayuse people, her focus shifted from evangelizing Native Americans to preaching colonization to White women via letters. She duly gave classes in the Bible and domestic skills to the puzzled Cayuse and even adopted three orphans of mixed White and Native blood. Yet she struggled with her new neighbors’ difficult Nez Perce language, and soon adopted the patronizing attitude of less virulently racist settlers, who treated Native Americans like children. Her correspondence with family back East reflects her disdain for the Cayuses’ communal way of life and ideas about hygiene. As a proper Victorian, she did not comment directly on their sexual mores, but Native societies generally did not believe that unhappy couples should stay together, so they allowed divorce and polygamy. They often permitted premarital sex and accepted intimate ties that benefited the commonweal, such as diplomatic liaisons with important outsiders. Indeed, for nearly two hundred years before Whitman arrived, the Pacific Northwest’s lucrative fur trade relied on common-law marriages between White trappers and Native women, which were recognized à la façon du pays (“according to the custom of the country”).

			In letters that were often printed in eastern newspapers as reportage, Whitman glibly assured her readers that “families can come quite comfortable and easy in wagons all the way,” and added her own support for colonization: “This country is destined to be filled, and we desire greatly to have good people come, and ministers and Christians, that it may be saved from being a sink of wickedness and prostitution.”

			Rallying to the federal government’s cause of creating a new, transcontinental nation during the Greater Reconstruction, politicians and preachers alike seconded Whitman’s nationalistic message with expansionist gusto. To recruit the volunteers needed to secure the West, they did not speak of pawns in a vast federal scheme of cost-effective settler colonization, which largely brought about the conquest of its Native and Hispanic populations by replacing their societies with that of the newcomers. Rather, propagandizers conjured up images of bold, patriotic frontiersmen and angelic civilizers who set out to redeem what Cummins called “wild regions, inhabited by savages and the haunt of wild beasts.” Indeed, her first sight of the monumental Rockies rising from the plains evoked thoughts of her own small role in securing “the great beyond, the republic yet to be born, the conquest of the wide, wide West.”

			Most migrants, including Cummins, were untroubled by the injustice of displacing the West’s first inhabitants. They did not know that within two hundred years of Columbus’s arrival, much if not most of North America’s Native population—guesstimates range between two and ten million—had already succumbed to intertribal warfare and the diseases brought by early colonizers. Nor did they grasp that they were participating in a major global phenomenon of the nineteenth century: the epic exploration of the world and the conquest, displacement, and even decimation of its indigenous peoples by its White minority. For that matter, they did not realize that their own diaspora was just the latest of many that had already shaped the West, from that of the Spanish who arrived in the sixteenth century to that of the Lakota; also known as the Sioux, these Native Americans had migrated from the woodlands of Minnesota, Iowa, and Wisconsin onto the Great Plains, where they in turn pressured the Pawnees, Hidatsas, and other groups.

			Like Cummins, most early migrants were White Anglo-Saxon Protestants, many from the Upper South, Illinois, and Missouri, who shared a robust conviction of their racial and cultural superiority that was only confirmed by their ignorance of Native American peoples. Since colonial times, they had been caricatured as brutal “braves,” who only bestirred themselves to hunt, fight, and steal horses, and drudgelike, lascivious “squaws,” who did all the work. Women in particular had been primed to be fearful by popular “captivity narratives”—interestingly, the first form of American literature focused on female experience. The genre had debuted in 1682, when Mary White Rowlandson, a Massachusetts Puritan, published a bestselling account of her twelve-week ordeal during the so-called First Indian War, in which she cast herself as the godly prisoner of an aggrieved coalition of “murtherous wretches.” Such blood-curdling accounts of presumably virtuous White women seized by allegedly savage men of color were not only titillating but also served the important political purpose of rationalizing the injustices wrought by colonization.

			The federal government’s policy, too, reflected the widespread assumption among Whites that they could not coexist in peace and equality with Native Americans. By the time Cummins went west, many Native peoples had already been segregated on lands called reservations. In principle, they owned and governed these colonies, and in exchange for their freedom, they were to receive adequate food and other goods. In reality, the reservations were usually desolate places, managed by often venal, corrupt “Indian agents,” or government representatives, where many Natives sickened and died.

			Like many White Americans, Cummins soon distinguished between “good Indians,” who were helpful to them, and “bad” ones, who were not. Charged with keeping their loved ones fed and clothed during the long journey, women settlers appreciated Native guides and traders in useful goods, such as buffalo robes, moccasins, and especially food. Still savoring the result of one such transaction, Cummins wrote of turning peas, onions, turnips, potatoes, and “nice, fresh venison” into a fine meal that enabled her grateful family to enjoy “some degree of the comforts of home life.” However, she solely blamed the “sullen and wily” Walla Walla and Cayuse men who protested her wagon train’s trespass in their homeland for causing a “night of terror,” which ended only when the women settlers made “a good supply of coffee” that the “Indians came in hordes to drink” before fading away.

			By September 1845, when Cummins crossed into Oregon and turned seventeen, she had expanded her sense of her personal potential and acquired a new identity as a patriotic pioneer in a historic venture—a source of pride for many western women, who used it to their social and political advantage. After attending a Sabbath service with a few settlers’ families and a dozen Natives, her family party pressed on to Oregon City, south of what is now Portland, where they passed the winter in a rented house. In the spring, her husband and father traveled to present-day Salem to register homestead claims in the Willamette Valley, near the present-day town of Brooks, and she made the transition from migrant to settler.

			

			—

			The “homestead principle” put forth in 1689 by the English philosopher John Locke stated: “Whatsoever, then, he [a man] removes out of the state that Nature hath provided and left it in, he hath mixed his labour with it, and joined to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it his property.” A century and a half later, in the West, Cummins and her husband put Locke’s thesis into practice by living on and improving their claimed land. Many women found the time to chronicle migration, but Cummins was one of the precious few who managed to record some details of the hectic process of settlement, when families had to scramble to survive before their new farms could sustain them.

			Women were so crucial to the backbreaking process of homesteading that, as with migration, men were reluctant to attempt it alone. Without domestic partners, they would be hard-pressed to get their own work done, whether clearing woods or starting a business. Judging by her diary, both Cummins and her husband considered her contributions to their welfare no less important than his. First, she had to turn what barely qualified as a house—usually a shack or cabin later improved with a sleeping loft, a root cellar, and a lean-to kitchen—into a home. The wherewithal for this project consisted of treasures she had hauled from back East, including a “little chair made of Sugar Maple wood,” childhood books, and “calicoes bought during the Revolutionary war.”

			Then came the homemaker’s endless work of cooking three meals a day, mending and sewing clothes from scratch, growing and gathering vegetables and fruit, milking cows, collecting eggs, making butter, and filling the pantry with preserved meats and other foods. Just baking a week’s worth of bread and pie for a family could take a whole day, as did doing the laundry—a miserable business of hauling and heating water, then soaping, scrubbing, and rinsing the clothes and hanging them to dry. Some women settlers had to do rough outdoor chores as well.

			Agrarian women back East also worked hard, including in the fields if need be, and many earned money from “home production,” such as making butter, pies, or poultry for sale. In the West, however, particularly at first, women often virtually supported their cash-strapped families with income derived from their “settler production,” whether goods or services. At a time when Oregon had 137 White men for every 100 White women, many of the latter supplied the large, itinerant male population with fresh eggs and bread, mending, and boarding to a degree that might have compromised their respectable status elsewhere. In the all-hands-on-deck West, however, survival trumped such social niceties. Not surprisingly, the women valued their settler production over their quotidian housework.

			In 1847, Cummins added childcare to her other duties upon delivering the first of her seven offspring. Settlement was a family affair, and children were desperately needed workers in remote places where both laborers and wages were in short supply. With the rest of White America that year, she also reeled at the news of the “Whitman massacre”: a party of Cayuse men had murdered the couple and burned down their mission as revenge for the many deaths among their people caused by the measles brought by the settlers—one of a number of diseases for which Native Americans lacked immunity.

			No sooner had Cummins and her husband established their first homestead than the upwardly mobile couple started speculating in real estate—one of the West’s earliest and most lucrative industries and soon uniquely accessible to women. Trading up, as her parents continued to do, they sold what she described as “the improvements on our claim” in 1850, then found an even better property near a trading post. “The new claim was alluvial,” she wrote, “and we soon had a beautiful home place.”

			Like most women who went west, Cummins saw herself as a proper wife, mother, and standard-bearer of mainstream American society, not as a rebel or proto-feminist. Yet the Ohio farm girl had honeymooned in a covered wagon, negotiated with Native traders, herded cattle, and flipped homesteads. Although she had seemingly stepped back into the country’s old-fashioned agrarian past, just as many women back East fled from farms to the new comforts and conveniences of the Industrial Age’s towns and cities, she had retained and even improved upon her foremothers’ economic status as coproviders for their families—then as now, an empowering position that many urban easterners forfeited. Despite grave hardships, including the deaths of three of her children, followed in 1887 by that of her first husband, she ended her journal with a late-life note of gratitude for the “marvelous manifestations of the power and goodness of God.” She was proud enough of her own story of “one who assists in making a home in a new and practically unexplored region,” however, to publish her memoir for future generations. Her repeated hope that they may “never neglect their privilege of honoring the noble founders of our nation—our noble republic” suggests that she numbered herself among them.

			

			—

			In 1848, while the first settlers were still just trickling into the West, three momentous events during the presidency of James Polk, an expansionist Democrat, transformed America in general and the West in particular. The United States not only officially acquired the huge Oregon Territory
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