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  FIGURE 1.

  Susannah Hummer as a young woman. Date, photographer, and location unknown. Robert G. McCubbin Collection.
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  To the late Nora Henn.

  She was a patient mentor and a loving friend,

  and I was fortunate enough to be called one of her “chicks.”
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  INTRODUCTION

  THE EVENTS OF JULY 19, 1878, CATAPULTED SUSAN MCSWEEN AND A YOUNG cowboy named Henry McCarty, alias Billy Antrim, alias William H. Bonney, alias the Kid into the history books. For four days Susan, her husband Alexander, her sister Elizabeth Shield and the five Shield children, Billy, and at least twelve other men calling themselves “Regulators” and vowing to protect the McSweens hunkered down behind the thick adobe walls of the McSween house in old Lincoln town. Armed to the teeth with Winchester rifles, sawed-off shotguns, and deadly six-shooters, the Regulators faced off against members of the opposition lodged in strategic locations around Lincoln. Both sides were fighting for control of the mercantile economy of southeastern New Mexico, which included lucrative federal contracts to supply beef, corn, and additional provisions to the military at nearby Fort Stanton and to the Mescalero Apache reservation.

  In what became known as the Lincoln County War, the two factions turned Lincoln County into a war zone, and the usually peaceful village of Lincoln became an armed camp. On July 15 alone, the first day of the standoff, an estimated one hundred bullets tore through the town. Innocent bystanders pulled their children inside, secured what livestock they could, and tried to keep their heads down. Inside the McSween house Susan helped the men blockade windows and doors with trunks, furniture, and mattresses. Whenever possible, she slipped into the kitchen at the rear of her hacienda-style home to get food. During a lull she may have played her piano to keep spirits high.1

  On July 19, the fifth and final day of this prolonged shootout that came to be called the Five-Day Battle, eleven African American Buffalo Soldiers of the Ninth Cavalry and twenty-four white infantry men from Fort Stanton followed their commanding officer, Colonel Nathan A. M. Dudley, into town. Although he claimed he had come to protect the women and children of Lincoln, Dudley’s friendship with James J. Dolan and John Riley, leaders of the opposing faction, was well known. Within a few hours Colonel Dudley had ordered his soldiers to set up camp in the middle of town. Under his direction they aimed their rapid-fire Gatling gun and twelve-pound mountain howitzer squarely at the McSween house and at other Regulator positions around town. Although Dudley later denied that he had favored one faction over the other, a Dolan supporter admitted, “There was a more confident bunch inside the McSween house than was to be found outside it until after the soldiers arrived.”2

  Because the McSween men could hardly leave their hiding places to confront the colonel, Susan took it upon herself to do the dirty work. She marched into the soldiers’ camp and demanded an explanation from Dudley. The two verbally sparred before Dudley finally ordered one of his soldiers to shoot her if she made a “false move.”3 Later that afternoon Dolan men used the presence of the military to sneak around the back of the McSween house, pour coal oil onto the floor of the kitchen, and set the place on fire. As the adobe building smoldered, it sent up a sickening and suffocating plume of black smoke. As the occupants suffered from smoke inhalation and moved from room to room, Alexander grew increasingly despondent and dazed or confused. Because Susan had already tried and failed to appeal to Dudley’s better nature, Billy decided it was time to come up with an escape plan.4

  About five o’clock that afternoon, Billy persuaded Susan to join her sister and the children and follow Captain Thomas N. Blair to safety. At duskwhich in July came about eight o’clockBilly fled what remained of the smoldering house. He led a handful of Regulators to safety. Unfortunately, Dolan men responded quickly to the maneuver. They gunned down Alexander McSween in the shadow of his home. These final moments of the Five-Day Battle were commonly called “the Big Killing.” Writers, artists, and filmmakers would re-create that desperate episode numerous times over the ensuing 135 years, and it is etched securely in Billy the Kid lore.5

  With McSween’s death, Billy quickly became a leader of the Regulators. As Billy’s men hid out and planned their revenge, the newly widowed Susan McSween remained in Lincoln, where she discovered that her relationship with Alex placed her directly inside the crosshairs of her husband’s foes. She faced physical and psychological intimidation as she fought to obtain justice for her dead husband and to stabilize her own precarious financial future. “Many believe that I am really in danger,” she wrote a few days after the Big Killing.6 Although Susan and Billy had largely taken a backseat to others in the historical records before the Five-Day Battle, both played active and visible roles in its aftermath. Pat Garrett’s deadly bullet in 1881 killed the twenty-one-year-old Billy and made him the darling of the Lincoln County War. As the Kid’s legend grew, it obscured everybody else around him. With a few notable exceptions, most of those who participated in the conflict were reduced to footnotes in the larger-than-life saga of Billy the Kid, if history remembered them at all. Still, as one early writer pointed out, without Billy “they would have been nonentities.”7

  As a woman in a man’s story, Susan McSween was all but ignored. The Lincoln County War is one of the most documented conflicts in American western history, but it is an event that historians and popular writers have interpreted exclusively through the eyes of men, and more accurately, through the eyes of white men. Even those who corresponded directly with or interviewed Susan were searching for the men in the story, and mostly they wanted to find Billy the Kid. Thus, much of what we know about Susan comes to us from men looking for the male players. They sometimes characterized her as brash, vain, and sexually promiscuous because the anti-McSween faction used such methods to discredit her in 1878, and the rumors they spread made a good story.

  This study argues that the focus on Billy the Kid has discouraged broader interpretations of the Lincoln County War, and despite the myriad books, dime novels, articles, and films that the event spawned over time, the roles of gender, race, ethnicity, and class still remain largely absent. Certainly the picture of Susan is one-dimensional. When we extract her from behind Billy’s shadow and place her life into a larger contextual framework, we discover a deliciously complex woman, whose role in the Lincoln County War defies compartmentalization. More important, her life beyond this three-year conflict deserves further study as well. Clearly the Lincoln County War does not represent her finest hour, just her best known. For decades afterward she reigned as New Mexico’s “cattle queen,” a title she earned largely through her own hard work and sheer “pluck,” as people sometimes called a woman’s determination and courage in those days. She watched New Mexico modernize and become a state. And she lived to tell the tales of the anarchistic territorial period many times.

  Outspoken but not immoral, concerned with her appearance but well within gender expectations, Susan easily shed tears or flirted to get what she wanted. She became frustrated and lost her temper at times. She demonstrated a great deal of business acumen. Susan was smart, shrewd, tough, and resilient. She stretched traditional gender boundaries at times to achieve her goals, but never sought to liberate herself from what she believed was proper Victorian womanhood.8 To the contrary, she struggled hard to mold gender roles with her reality whether finding herself in the midst of the Lincoln County War, entertaining on her cattle ranch at Three Rivers, or greeting writers in her humble White Oaks retirement home. She remained true to a conservative upbringing that taught her to value hard work and thrift, but also integrated Gilded Age notions of ambition and material success into her thinking. Moreover, she dared to believe that she was entitled to achieve such prosperity. She endured primitive living conditions and extreme violence at times but whenever possible sought to surround herself with the traditional trappings of family and home.9 Once she achieved her goals, Susan always slipped easily into the role of genteel “lady.” Unfortunately, those who interviewed her failed to ask the right questions, and therefore, much about Susan will probably remain unanswered.

  Ultimately, it was Billy the Kid who made her famous, and therefore the Lincoln County War will always figure prominently in any study of Susan’s life. This work seeks to shrink Billy’s giant shadow, extract Susan McSween from his larger-than-life legend, and explore her life in relationship to and outside Billy’s profound influence. It provides a woman’s perspective of the Lincoln County War and places Susan’s life and legacy into the larger context of New Mexico history and of women’s experiences in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Southwest. Although Billy made Susan famous, he did not and does not define her. However, the Kid always lurks nearby.


  CHAPTER ONE

  A PLAIN AND

  MODEST BEGINNING

  The future cattle queen of New Mexico lived for the first eighteen years of her life on a fertile, well-tended farm in rural Adams County, Pennsylvania. The woman who would one day sleep soundly behind Billy the Kid’s protective six-gun and defiantly stare down cattle rustler John Kinney spent her childhood as a member of a pacifist German Baptist congregation. She wore what is generally described as “plain” garb, and her family shared a community with Mennonites and English Quakers. Her upbringing left her with an appreciation for hard work and a dogged perseverance that her enemies considered unfeminine. But she also rebelled against the restrictions imposed upon her and developed a lifelong quest for adventure and material wealth.

  When the adventurous Susannah Ellen Hummer was born on December 30, 1845, she joined an ordered, well-defined society with rules governing nearly every aspect of her life. She lived two thousand perilous miles from primitive Lincoln County, New Mexico Territory, at the time still under Mexican control. Culturally one could argue that the two places were even more distant. It seems appropriate, therefore, that Susannahshe later called herself Susan or simply Suewas born in the same year that John L. O’Sullivan, editor of the New York Morning News, coined the term “Manifest Destiny” to define the nation’s westward movement and its determination to annex the former Spanish borderlands, of which New Mexico was part. The catchy phrase reflected what many restless Americans already believed; God had preordained the United States to occupy the vast continent from Atlantic Ocean to Pacific coast and spread its altruistic democratic government, market economy, and Protestant Christianity into new regions. God’s will provided moral justification for whatever force was deemed necessary to realize such a goal, whether it was the demise of Navajo and Apache Indians currently living in the Southwest or the subjugation of Hispanic inhabitants, whom many in the states described as only a grade or so above the lowly Indians. Five months after Susannah’s birth, the United States instigated a war with Mexico, which eighteen months later brought the Mexican territories, including New Mexico, into the nation’s fold.1

  In contrast to the sparsely settled and hotly contested Southwest, the hundred-acre Hummer farm lay outside the thriving town of Gettysburg. In fact, the loamy soil around Adams County had already fed at least three generations of Pennsylvania farmers and centuries of American Indians before Susannah was born. By the time the German immigrants of whom her ancestors were part began plowing the fertile soil, the land had for centuries belonged to the once-powerful Iroquois-speaking clans.2 The region was well laced with creeks or runssome of these were tributaries of the robust Susquehanna Riverand a plethora of underground springs that bubbled to the surface with pristine drinking water. The Indians had long planted rows of corn, squashes, beans, and tobacco along the riverbanks and, like the Europeans who followed, produced a sufficient amount of crops to survive the long and frigid winters so common to the region. Their surplus had encouraged trade with the nomadic Algonquian tribes surrounding them and later with Europeans. Clearly, Susannah’s first ancestors in the region discovered a land eager and ready for the plow. They also found rivers still teeming with trout and walleye and forests thick with deer, bear, and other big and small game. Colonial wars and white man’s diseases had weakened the Iroquois villages.3

  It was the English Quaker William Penn’s vision of an American utopia that embraced religious toleration for all newcomers that inspired the German migration. The persecuted and war-weary began to leave the German states in the late seventeenth century, and Pennsylvania became the birthplace of the German Reformed Church and other German denominations in America.4 The trickle grew steadier after 1719, when ships began creeping into Delaware Bay, sometimes at the rate of one per week. These ships were crowded with families escaping religious repression and restrictions, universal conscription, and confiscation of their land by nobles or the Church. In 1727 Caspar Spengler (the name later came to be spelled “Spangler” by some), Susannah’s great-great-great-grandfather on her mother’s side, brought his family to Pennsylvania from the Palatine region on the Rhine River, where unrelenting wars with the French and persecution of German and fleeing French Protestants alike had made life perilous. Like many of the newcomers, Spengler was a member of the German Reformed Church. He was also a skilled artisan, a master of the Linen Weavers’ Guild.5

  Susannah took great pride in this side of her family and what she sometimes called her “royal” heritage. She often boasted to the undoubtedly less-than-impressed citizens of Lincoln County that her family traced its noble lineage back to the court of the great Emperor Frederick I, called Barbarossa because of his red beard. He had ruled from 1152 to 1190 and was considered the most illustrious of the Hohenstaufen dynasty, from which the Spenglers had descended.6 George Spengler I, an esteemed ancestor of Caspar Spengler, had served in the prestigious position of Cup Bearer to the Bishop of Würzburg and in 1189 accompanied the bishop and emperor on a crusade to the Holy Land. George Spengler died from the plague while on that mission and was buried in Antioch that year.7

  By the 1750s there were so many German-speaking people in the streets of Philadelphia and the nearby village of Germantown that Benjamin Franklin once complained, “They are trying to ‘Germanize’ Pennsylvania.” The Spenglers, however, did not ruffle Franklin’s feathers because they were among the Germans who preferred to distance themselves from Philadelphia. Caspar, his wife Judith, and their four children had moved to the Susquehanna River valley in 1729, and when Caspar died in 1760, son RudolphSusannah’s great-great-grandfatherpurchased land on the Conococheague Road near the Little Conewago Creek about seven miles from York. Rudolph invited his relatives to settle nearby, and the region became known as Spangler Valley, as up until about the time of the Civil War every acre “was occupied and owned by Spanglers.”8

  In addition, many immigrants to Pennsylvania were German Baptists and Mennonites. These were pietists, who like Penn believed in primitive Christianity, living as close to Jesus’s teachings as possible. They sought isolation in America so as to form their own denominations, and by the 1730s a growing number had followed German Reformed Church members into the wilds of south-central Pennsylvania and established farms in York, Lancaster, and Adams Counties. The Hummer family was one of these. They still occasionally encountered Native peoples, but often discovered that their most formidable battles were against the thick stands of centuries-old maples, oaks, and sycamores. It required mule and horse power as well as the sheer muscle of young men to fell the trees and wrench the massive stumps and root structures out of the ground. Once the land was cleared, they put in large crops of corn, rye, oats, and barley and orchards and vegetable gardens to feed their growing families and the relatives who followed them to America.9

  As a child, Susannah was a member of the German Baptists, or Church of the Brethren, as her particular group was called. She was baptized at the age of consent and not in infancy as were Catholics, Anglicans, and Lutherans. Following the example of John the Baptist, Brethren immersed their members. Their method, however, differed from that of most other denominations because individuals were “dunked” three times face first into a river or lake, once in the name of the Father, once in the name of the Son, and the third time in the name of the Holy Ghost. Thus, the German Baptist community was often dubbed the Dunkard Brethren or simply Dunkards, although the term was somewhat of an English vulgarism.10

  Susannah, like all Brethren women, dressed modestly in somber gray, black, or blue frocks adorned only with a plain white apron. When women stepped outside, they often donned a Quaker-style bonnet that covered the hair, shaded their eyes, and tied securely beneath the chin. In the Brethren tradition the Hummer men considered agriculture the only proper vocation for devout Christians. Hence, Susannah Hummer’s relatives worked the land in and around Adams County. They lived and toiled alongside their Mennonite neighbors, although among themselves Brethren sometimes referred to Mennonites as “deteriorated Baptists” and considered them somewhat lax in faith and practice. Increasingly they welcomed English Quakers into the region. Unfortunately, nobody who interviewed or corresponded with Susan in her later years asked how she felt about her childhood faith and its practices or why she abandoned it.11

  As far as we know, Susannah never drank alcoholic beverages, and her trim figure suggests that throughout her life she refrained from overeating. At their annual meetingsthe first such meeting in Adams County was held in 1742Brethren debated a wide swath of Church matters. For example, Brethren determined that the swearing of oaths was contrary to Jesus’s commandments, a decision that largely precluded sitting on a jury, voting, or accepting a political office. In 1819 they banned overindulgence in food and drink but refused to forbid the moderate use of alcohol and tobacco.12 At a later annual meeting, members voted to officially oppose slavery. They voted against allowing their children a college education, but they did not challenge the 1834 Free School Act, which mandated sending all children in Pennsylvania to public schools. Discussions sometimes embraced seemingly mundane issues such as whether to allow carpets or flowered wallpaper to decorate the homes of church members.13 Otherwise, congregations remained largely autonomous. They held services in private homes without the benefit of ordained clergy; men took turns leading services. The Adams County Brethren, in fact, shared a Quaker meeting house, and Susannah’s parents were later buried in a Quaker, or Friends, cemetery outside of Gettysburg.14

  DEEP PENNSYLVANIA ROOTS

  SUSANNAH’S GENERATION WAS THE FIFTH ON THE SPENGLER/SPANGLER side and probably the fourth of the Hummer family to inhabit the former Indian lands in Adams and York Counties. Caspar Spengler put down roots in 1729, and Hummer family tradition supports an early family arrival in the area as well. Like Spengler/Spangler, the Hummer name was spelled in various ways, as seen in tax and land records. Susannah’s father’s brother John, for example, took the name Homer as did many other Hummers, including, later, Susannah herself. Spelling differences make it difficult to keep family members straight.15

  First names also pose problems on both sides. Spanglers often named their boys Henry, Abraham, or Rudolph. In the Hummer family Susannah’s father, grandfather, great-grandfather, and possibly her great-great-grandfather were all named Peter. Census records reveal that great-grandfather Peter was born about 1750 in Pennsylvania; however, family records suggest that yet another Peter Hummer arrived in Philadelphia on September 15, 1752, from Germany via Rotterdam in the Netherlands, and was on the tax rolls of Ralpho Township, Lancaster County, in 1756. It is likely, therefore, that Peter Hummer was also the name of Susannah’s great-great-grandfather. These men had plenty of children.16 Great-grandfather Peter, for instance, had at least ten siblings of whom nine were male, starting a large family tree that spanned three counties in Pennsylvania and later fanned out across the United States. As a child, young Susannah could not have traveled far without encountering aunts, uncles, and myriad cousins. Such ties anchored her to land, family, and faith, but may also have stifled her sense of adventure and her artistic creativity and left her feeling hemmed in and restless.17

  Great-grandfather Peter married Maria Catrina Brehm, and the marriage produced at least two sons, including Susan’s grandfather, Peter Hummer, born about 1772. Abraham was the other son, born in or around 1781. The number of daughters is uncertain. Hummer family records indicate that Maria Catrina died in March 1789, and Peter then married a woman named Susannah Spencer, about whom history offers little information.18

  The next Peter Hummer, Susannah’s grandfather, was about twenty-eight years old when he married Barbara Longenecker in 1800. By this time the Hummers were becoming thoroughly Americanized. In fact, Susan’s grandfather may have heard stories of how his father, his uncle Peter Brehm, and his future father-in-law, Christian Longenecker, had soon after 1776 put down their plows, picked up muskets, and volunteered to fight in the American Revolution when it broke out. Their names are found on the muster rolls from Lancaster County.19 Despite the pacifist views of the Brethren, family history suggests that these three young men considered the religious freedom offered in America a valid reason to make this one exception.20 They were hardly the only Brethren who believed that way. All men in Pennsylvania found themselves under intense pressure to join their local militias. Although some Mennonites, Brethren, and Quakers were fined for failing to drill with the revolutionary units, others accommodated the colonial mandates and relaxed their beliefs temporarily. Still others, however, migrated to western Maryland to avoid compromise, and after the Revolution they remained or moved into Virginia.21

  Peter Hummer and Barbara Longenecker had four children who survived to adulthood. The eldest was John, who was born about 1803. John moved to Ohio before the Civil War and according to family tradition became a Quaker.22 Susannah’s father, Peter Hummer, was born in 1808. His younger brother Samuel came along in 1811, and sister Margaret was the last child, born in 1816. In June 1831 Peter Senior and Peter Junior advertised the sale of a sixty-five-acre farm, which included forty additional acres of orchards and improvements. The ad stated that “the subscriber [is] determined to remove to the West.” Neither man ever left Adams County, making it uncertain whether father and son were selling the land on behalf of another family member or if one of them intended to move farther west, but indeed did not. A little more than one year later, Susan’s father married Elizabeth Stauffer on November 22, 1832, which might explain the mystery. The couple moved from Menallen Township to Tyrone Township, both in Adams County and hardly the West.23

  Elizabeth Stauffer was born in Pennsylvania (probably York County) in 1812. Her parents were Anna Maria SpanglerRudolph’s granddaughterand Abraham Stauffer. Anna Maria’s father, Henry Spangler, had fought with the Seventh Company, Seventh Battalion of the York County Militia in the American Revolution. Elizabeth had at least four brothers, all of whom appear to have been older, and one sister, Lydia, who was twelve years her junior. Both of Elizabeth’s parents died in Front Royal, Virginia, but it does not appear that they relocated there until after her marriage to Hummer.24

  Twenty-year-old Elizabeth became pregnant almost immediately following her marriage. Afterward scarcely a year went by when she was not pregnant or recovering from a birth. It appears that Hummer was less prosperous than his in-laws, and it seems likely that the number of children made it difficult for him to do much more than feed and clothe his brood. His material worth stagnated after 1834.25 Susannah’s eldest sister was Savilla, and she was born in 1834. Delilah followed in 1836, Rebecca in 1839, and Elizabeth in 1841. It was this Elizabeth with whom Susan would one day share her Lincoln County experiences. Susannah was the fifth of Elizabeth Stauffer’s eight children; she was born on December 30, 1845. Of these eight children, the first seven were girls. This undoubtedly disappointed a farm family that needed male muscle power. Amanda, sometimes called Annie, was born in 1847, and Lydia entered the world in 1848. It seems likely that Peter Hummer was forced to borrow nephews or cousins from his brothers and sister and perhaps lend some of his daughters to them.26

  In 1851 tragedy struck. Elizabeth Stauffer Hummer died following the birth of her first son, Charles Leander, in that year. She was thirty-nine years old at the time of her death; she left behind seven unmarried daughters and an infant son.27 Susannah was only five years old when Elizabeth died, and the motherless girl suddenly found herself placed into the hands of older sisters and female relatives. Five months later Peter married Elizabeth’s twenty-three-year-old sister Lydia. Unfortunately, those who interviewed Susan in her later years never asked how her aunt-turned-stepmother Lydia treated her sister’s eight children. It seems, however, that Lydia found her nieces and nephews a burden once her own babies began to arrive, and she, too, found herself pregnant regularly. Between 1853 and 1870, in fact, Lydia gave birth to eight additional Hummer children. At least four of Susannah’s half siblings were born immediately before or shortly after she left home. Thus, she probably did not know them well or perhaps not at all until later in life. The additional children, however, made life on the Hummer farm even more strenuous and complicated.28

  A HARD AND LONELY CHILDHOOD

  IT IS SOMEWHAT DIFFICULT TO SEE THE AMBITIOUS AND VAIN CATTLE queen in the German Baptist Susannah Hummer who grew up wearing homespun frocks on a humble farm in rural Pennsylvania. Clearly though, her upbringing prepared her well for the New Mexico frontier, where one day she would turn her hand to “everything that comes before me,” whether milking cows, hoeing a vegetable garden, or staring down fully armed gunmen. She once boasted that “I best any mechanic” around. Nevertheless, she described the years following her mother’s death as a lonely time during which her siblings suffered without a mother’s love or a father’s kindness and understanding.29

  Life in the family home, which today stands near the intersection of Chestnut Hill and East Chestnut Hill Roads well within Gettysburg city limits, instilled in Susannah the value of hard work and a gritty resolve that later helped her survive the Lincoln County War. She lived in a two-story frame house surrounded today with the remnants of Peter Hummer’s once well-tilled fields. Built in the 1840s, the family added a section onto the house about 1860, and others have expanded the place since 1900. Despite even the modern additions, the house appears confining for such a large family. Bedrooms are typically small. Sleeping arrangements meant three or four girls shared a room and one or more babies slept beside the parents. During Susannah’s time there, the house was perpetually alive with babies crying and toddlers crawling underfoot. Young girls diapered and helped feed babies, scrubbed floors, and scoured down tables. Endless piles of dirty clothes awaited, and there were always heavy buckets of water to haul, robust meals to cook, and untold loaves of bread to knead. Her mother and later stepmother Lydia certainly taught Susannah and her sisters to sweep the kitchen free of dust, grime, and insects; mop debris and tracked-in mud from the wooden floors; and, as they got older, to take turns cleaning the family privy.30

  Spring planting, autumn harvests, and slaughtering time with its flurry of sausage and scrapple production brought male relatives and neighbors to help, and that meant even more work for Susannah and her sisters. When the daytime work ended, the evenings found mother and daughters spinning and weaving cloth and sewing and mending trousers, shirts, aprons, frocks, and baby clothes. In addition, young Susannah learned to chop wood and feed, drive, and slaughter animals, and she probably participated in haying and other outdoor farm activities. When she lived in Lincoln, Susannah prided herself in raising chickens and offered strawberry seedlings to others in town. As a cattle rancher, she rode, accompanied cattle drives, supervised construction projects, and got her hands dirty planting vast apple and peach orchards. Many recalled that during her retirement years, she was still planting peach trees, and her flower gardens were the talk of the community. Hence, it is safe to say that Susannah internalized the lessons learned on the Hummer farm.31

  But Elizabeth Hummer’s death indeed proved devastating to her children. Stepmother Lydia made a difficult childhood even harder for them. Correspondence between Susan and her brother Leander in 1883 clearly indicates that Aunt Lydia very much resented her sister’s children, and it is possible that he bore the brunt because he was only an infant when Elizabeth died and was Peter Hummer’s long-awaited son. “Never shall I forget how cruelly you were always treated from the time you were a babe...by the hands of a step-mother,” Susan wrote. Lydia undoubtedly wanted to secure more for her own children in a family where there was little to go around, and she was eager for them to inherit whatever Peter might one day leave to his progeny. She may also have resented her sister as well. With twelve years between the two siblings, one wonders if the two were close. Regardless, Susan claimed that Lydia successfully manipulated her father, and he “allowed himself to be duped by a second wife. God help such cruel...beings,” she added.32

  Thus, Peter Hummer was apparently not the doting father in whom his eldest children might confide or from whom they could expect empathy. It is noteworthy that Elizabeth’s offspring left home in rapid succession, which seems to support Susan and Leander’s perceptions of life with Aunt Lydia, or the Hummer family’s lack of resources. By 1860, in fact, only fifteen-year-old Susannah, twelve-year-old Lydia, and nine-year-old Leander remained in the Hummer home. The younger Amanda does not appear in the family census for that year, but an Amanda Hummer was recorded living with the Sietz family in York. By 1870 Amanda had moved to Ohio and was residing near her Uncle John Homer and Aunt Eliza. According to one source, she moved there to marry.33 Susan’s letter indicates that Leander also moved to Ohio as soon as he was old enough to leave home. While it is tempting to speculate that Susannah’s lack of children despite two marriages during the prime of her life reflected her determination to avoid the life of continual pregnancies, she was apparently not childless entirely by choice. “I have no children to love...but I know that if I had any[,] no mother ever lived who could treat them better and love more than myself.”34

  Exactly how religion shaped Susannah’s life is less clear. Certainly her religious upbringing taught her to read and understand the Bible well, particularly the New Testament, which was the central focus of the Brethren. Like all church members, the Hummer girls sat through long Sabbath services on Sunday and midweek Bible study gatherings as well. Congregations held periodic full-day gatherings called love feasts several times each year. Everybody fasted, publicly confessed sins, and ritually washed each other’s feet as a sign of humility. Afterward, all members ate a community meal that symbolized the Last Supper, and they took Holy Communion as part of the love feast.35 These feasts offered a time for neighboring and sometimes relatively distant congregations to come together and visit. Moreover, Susannah spent the first eighteen years of her life within a religious community where the “life of every brother or sister was an open book for the congregation to read.” Whether she chafed under such surveillance is unknown. Exactly when she left the Church also remains uncertain. She adopted the Presbyterian faith just prior to her marriage to Alexander McSween, and after his death appeared little encumbered by a religious affiliation until much later in her life. Yet a religious upbringing almost certainly contributed to the inner strength she drew upon to challenge her enemies in Lincoln County and to survive the turmoil there.36

  Nevertheless, it is questionable how strictly her family adhered to the doctrines. The Hummer clan might well have entertained a substantial amount of tolerance regarding spiritual observation. As previously noted, Elizabeth and Lydia’s backgrounds lay in the German Reformed Church. A Beniah Spangler became a pillar of the United Presbyterian Church of Gettysburg.37 When Peter Hummer’s daughter Elizabeth married Presbyterian David Pugh Shield on November 11, 1859, Peter hosted the ceremony in his home, obviously endorsing the union. The presiding minister, the Reverend Jacob Ziegler, was a German Reformed preacher. Elizabeth subsequently moved to Reynoldsburg, Ohio, just outside of Columbus, where David’s father and older brother Georgeboth devout Presbyterianslived and practiced law.38

  GETTYSBURG ON THE EVE OF THE CIVIL WAR

  THERE WERE NUMEROUS OTHER INFLUENCES ON YOUNG SUSANNAH’S LIFE. One of these was the non-Brethren community that expanded with every passing year and encroached upon the Hummer family whether they liked the intrusion or not. Although German Baptists did not advocate schooling for their children, because of a state law, Susannah attended school, learning to read, write, and perform basic math. Thus, she interacted with children outside the faith. Throughout her life, she demonstrated an ability with numbers and a love of books and music. It is likely that she excelled in her schoolwork and perhaps learned a great deal more than what was deemed necessary for women at the time.

  A network of railroad lines helped make Gettysburg a busy hub. Farmers like Peter Hummer brought corn, barley, and hay to town to sell or barter, while women carried baskets of fresh eggs, fruits, and vegetables and handmade items to exchange for badly needed cash. Beyond the wagons and farmers, however, stood offices and warehouses that housed retail and wholesale merchants trading in cotton cloth, sugar, and tobacco from the South, and factory-made textiles and shoes from Boston or Lynn, Massachusetts. Skilled artisans advertised blacksmith services. Signs announced custom-made leather boots. Coopers displayed heavy wooden casks and barrels. Susannah may have upon occasion caught a glimpse of a local horologist hard at work repairing somebody’s family clock or a valued pocket watch. Three quarters of the permanent residents in Gettysburg in 1860 were skilled artisans or professionals; only one quarter were farmers.39

  On the eve of the Civil War, Gettysburg supported a thriving carriage manufacturing trade, two tanneries, and twenty-two shoemakers. Continued immigration and the nation’s westward movement caused the town’s population to climb to nearly 2,400 by 1860. In addition, many more travelers simply passed through on the way west to Ohio or south to Washington or perhaps to Richmond. Despite the large number of German Baptists and Mennonites in the region, Gettysburg was both ethnically and religiously diverse. Its location some ten miles north of the Mason-Dixon Line made it a link on the Underground Railroad and thus a land of opportunity for slaves fleeing bondage. In 1860 approximately 8 percent of the population was African American, many of them former slaves. They felt reasonably safe even this close to slave-holding Maryland because the Brethren, Mennonites, Quakers, and Amish had all adopted strong antislavery views years before, making Pennsylvania a haven for those escaping their forced servitude.40

  Many former slaves living in or around Gettysburg worked as day laborers on the local farms or on construction projects. They took menial jobs in hotels and restaurants and served as cooks, scullions, and domestics to some of the wealthier families in town. Escapees opted to stay close to the Mason-Dixon Line in order to assist other fugitives who followed, but because railroad lines linked Gettysburg to Ohio, Michigan, and Canada, they could vanish quickly when rumors of a slave raid from the South reached their ears.41

  Susannah’s plain dress and her father’s dusty overalls contrasted sharply with the black frock coats and stiffly starched white linen shirts that merchants and outsiders often wore. Following Abraham Lincoln’s election as president in 1860, many men took to wearing a formal top hat as a means to convey the look of success. So common was the habit of “dressing for success” that even the up-and-coming young clerks struggled to pay for the starched white collars, coats, and hats that gave them the look of prosperity they hoped one day to acquire.42 Women outside the pietist communities often donned the billowing crinolines or hoop skirts made popular in Godey’s Lady’s Book, the fashion bible of the day. It was probably here where Susannah first acquired an appetite for fine attire as she committed to memory the correct angle at which to hold a parasol, the proper tilt of a silk bonnet, and the way a ruby broach should grace the jabot of a blouse. She grew ever more eager to trade in her own shapeless gray frock for one of those graceful gowns that swished with petticoats and that she could call “pretty,” a longing that never disappeared.

  Everybody, including the Hummer clan, overheard tales of the escalating animosity between their own hard-working, free-labor men and the idle, slave-owning South. Men shook their heads in dismay when news of the violent bloodletting in Kansas reached them and later when they heard of John Brown’s ill-fated raid in Harper’s Ferry, Virginia. Although Hummer men probably felt little personal commitment to the political debates screaming across the region, it is almost inconceivable that they did not upon occasion air their views while sitting before a family hearth on a wintry evening or outdoors on the porch following a long, muggy day in the fields.

  Gettysburg straddled a crosscurrent of North versus South sentiments. Area Copperheadsthose who favored Southern views and opposed federal intervention in states’ affairsvoiced their opinions in the Gettysburg (PA) Compiler. In 1860 this newspaper became the voice of Northern Democrats in Adams County. Its editor painted President-elect Lincoln as a “Black Republican” and accused the rival newspaper, the Gettysburg (PA) Sentinel, of conspiring to “forc[e] abolition down America’s throats.” Even Copperheads, however, stopped short of advocating secession.43

  As sabers rattled between political parties, the German Baptist community faced its own internal divisions. Over the decades the sheer number of church members had increased significantly from approximately fifteen hundred in 1790 to more than twenty thousand by 1860. Younger members often lacked ties to Europe. None recalled the days of religious persecution. The majority spoke English at least as well as they understood the German language, and some spoke no German at all. Susannah’s contemporariesalready three or more generations removed from Europefelt more acculturated to mainstream America than had any previous generation. Their education further separated them from their elders. It is not surprising, therefore, that many of the younger church members gravitated toward progressive views.44 Some left Pennsylvania altogether. Groups of progressive Brethren had already begun to fan out across Kentucky, Iowa, Missouri, and Kansas. One of those who moved west was Peter Hummer’s brother Samuel, who was perhaps inspired by his eldest son, Lewis, an outspoken liberal of the church. It was Samuel’s family who cared for Susannah’s elderly grandparents, Peter and Barbara Hummer. Her grandfather died in 1855, and Barbara died in 1860 at the age of eighty-two. It was immediately after the Civil War that the Samuel Hummer family moved to Soldier, Kansas.45

  Progressive Brethren overturned the ban on college education. They abandoned the notion that farming was the only true vocation for a believer, and they openly took up positions in banking, commerce, teaching, and publishing. Although the majority of the progressives still espoused pacifism and voted to ban fighting in the Civil War, they nevertheless encouraged their members to perform war work such as collecting supplies for troops, nursing the sick and wounded, and joining volunteer groups. And, of course, they supported the North with prayer. Debates between progressives and old guard continued and even intensified afterward. But Susannah had by this time already left Pennsylvania and abandoned the church.46

  WAR COMES TO THE HUMMER FARM

  ABRAHAM LINCOLN WAS ELECTED PRESIDENT IN NOVEMBER 1860, AND during the interregnum, seven Southern states seceded. In April 1861 South Carolinians forced federal troops to vacate Fort Sumter in Charleston’s harbor, and the new president called for ninety-day volunteers to meet the crisis. Not surprisingly, Adams County residents responded with great enthusiasm. That war seemed distant and romantic is evident in the nature of the regiments formed. In May Gettysburg had created regiments such as the Independent Blues, Adams Rifles, and colorful Gettysburg Zoaves, styled after the French colonial armies in Algeria and clad in brightly colored uniforms with baggy trousers and turbaned hats. These regiments drilled endlessly to attract new recruits, and wagons filled with men and women dressed in their Sunday finest drove to watch displays of warrior courage. It is doubtful that the Hummers were among the spectators.47

  Women volunteered, and members of the pacifist denominations were not barred from sitting on committees. Chances are that Lydia, who gave birth to son Harvey in 1862 and daughter Emma in 1864, did not participate on any of these, but other Hummer and Spangler women may have lent a hand. The Ladies’ Union Relief Society came together in May 1861. The women sewed uniforms and collected food, blankets, and medicines beginning in summer 1861 and for the duration of the war. That winter they “adopted” a New York cavalry unit stationed in Gettysburg before it received orders to move out to Virginia. After the unit left, the relief society continued to write letters to the New York boys as well as to their own men.48

  After the first major battle at Manassas, Virginia, on July 21, 1861, Gettysburg reorganized its ninety-day volunteers into three-year units, and the town council voted $500 in funds to help support the soldiers’ families while the men were away fighting. A specially formulated Grand Military Review in August 1861 drew several thousand citizens who rallied around 350 soldiers marching off to protect the nation’s capital. Then the citizens followed the course of the war. The Ladies’ Union Relief Society increased its efforts as the fighting dragged on, and everyone, including the German Baptist, Mennonite, and Quaker communities, prayed for an end to the carnage.

  In June 1863 war arrived at the Hummer family’s doorstep. Susannah was as usual performing her endless round of chores, and Lydia had recently given birth to Harvey, when rumors of Confederate troops heading in their direction reached them. Tired of waging war on home ground, General Robert E. Lee evaded Union troops long enough to steer his own Army of Northern Virginia over the Mason-Dixon Line and into southern Pennsylvania. Adams County residents soon realized with horror that Lee was heading toward their farms at the head of seventy-five thousand Confederate soldiers. As fears of an impending southern invasion raked the community, groups of local men chopped down trees and left them strewn across all major roads leading into Gettysburg in a vain attempt to impede Lee’s progress. Despite their efforts, on June 26 Confederate General Jubal A. Early arrived at York, and General Ambrose P. Hill encircled Gettysburg as part of General J. E. B. Stuart’s ordered “raid.” The rebel forces demanded food, shoes, and barrels of whiskey from townspeople and warned of dire consequences if the supplies they sought were not immediately forthcoming.49

  The raid also targeted farms, and as a result, farmers herded milk cows, horses, and mules as far away as feasible before more troopsboth Confederate and Unionconverged on them. They hid food stores and buried valuables in cellars or in fields. Unharvested crops remained vulnerable, and soldiers on both sides helped themselves to whatever was edible. Although Lee allegedly ordered his men not to burn towns or loot homes, they nevertheless appropriated whatever milk, eggs, vegetables, and poultry they could find.50 According to Hummer family tradition, a day or two before the battle, a Confederate raiding party rode up to their farm and demanded food. Fortunately, Peter Hummer spotted the approach and sent Susannah or Leander out the back door with orders to take the workhorses down to a cave behind the family house and conceal them. As the soldiers ate, however, one of their horses let out a loud whinny, and a Hummer horse replied. “The family lost their work horses, but nothing more,” they reported.51

  Gettysburg merchants also loaded their leather saddles and tack, boots and shoes, woolens, and tools into wagons and railroad cars for shipment north. Many fled, but most stayed to defend their homes and businesses. Nearly every African American exited Adams County, and oral histories taken after the war recalled a mass exodus of black laborers, servants, factory workers, and farmhands. Some whites who did not understand the fear of a forced return to slavery expressed disgust at what they perceived as a cowardly flight on the part of their African American neighbors. A few days after the battle, though, whites reported that blacks returned and resumed work as if nothing had happened.52

  Those residents who stayed hunkered down in cellars, behind interior walls, or wherever they could find protection from the cannonballs and thousands of bullets that chinked into walls, furniture, barn lofts, storage bins, and silos. Most stayed in their hiding places for at least three days. Sadly, those who interviewed Susan in her later years never asked for details of what it was like to live through the Battle of Gettysburg. Hence, she never gave her version. But she obviously saw soldiers stream past and shuddered to the rumble of cannons and rifle fire for three days. With the rest of the family, she grimaced afterward at the smell of gunpowder hanging heavily in the humid summer air. A day or two later came the stench of death, which polluted the air for weeks. It was mostly left to resident volunteers to bury the dead.53

  SUSANNAH LEAVES HOME

  SUSANNAH CLAIMED A PERSONAL LOSS FROM THE BATTLE. TWENTY-YEAR-OLDMary Virginia (Jennie) Wade was the only civilian to die as a result of the battle. Jennie had allegedly stayed behind in town to care for a sister who had delivered a baby boy just three days earlier. In describing Jennie’s death, the older sister boasted that Jennie had shrugged off the danger and bravely left the protection of an interior room to go to the kitchen and bake bread. As Jennie mixed the ingredients, a stray bullet tore through two doors and struck and mortally wounded the young woman.54

  After the battle newspapers turned Jennie Wade into a media sweetheart and called her the patriotic “Maid of Gettysburg.” Over the years her story grew into legend. Subsequent scholarship suggests, however, that Jennie’s reputation was less than sterling, an unfair assessment perhaps because Jennie’s mother was apparently the cause. Mrs. Wade had committed her husband, Jennie’s father, to the Adams County almshouse in 1852 after he amassed a huge debt that he could not pay. There Mr. Wade remained, it was said, until 1872. Yet Jennie’s mother raised eyebrows when she delivered a healthy baby boy in 1855. Gettysburg women questioned Jennie’s morality too and whispered that she was a loose young woman. After her death all suspicions disappeared amidst the feverish pitch of patriotism. Over and above such dubious rumors, it is unclear whether Susannah Hummer actually knew Jennie. Perhaps she did. Maybe she manufactured the friendship. Nevertheless, the family offered this devastating loss as a possible motive for her departure from home soon after the Battle of Gettysburg.55

  Other family traditions have Susannah leaping from a second-story bedroom window to elope with a soldier or possibly a Presbyterian minister named, coincidentally, Homer, and perhaps a relative. Neither seems likely. One Susan and one Susana Homer appear in the 1870 census. The first lived in Linn County, Iowa, with husband Richard and one-year-old daughter Anna; the second was married to a Lafayette Homer and lived in Trenton, New Jersey, with a year-old son named Anderson.56 Both women hailed from Pennsylvania and were the right age. Even so, in neither instance do the dots connect sufficiently to declare them the future cattle queen of New Mexico. Moreover, the Brethren encouraged marriage to second or third cousins to maintain religious continuity. If her intended was Presbyterian, as the family suggests, why did she need to leave home to marry outside the faith? Elizabeth had already done so. Unless Peter Hummer harbored a particular dislike for this man, he probably would gladly have seen his daughter married. Hence, there is not a single shred of evidence to support a mysterious marriage prior to 1873.57

  Another story has Susannah sneaking off to live with a married sister, probably Elizabeth.58 However romantic it is to imagine the young Susannah running away with the man she loved, her own words describe a more mundane yet plausible motive. “I never blamed you for leaving home and always believed you would when you got old enough,” she wrote to her younger brother, Leander, in 1883. “You know I done the same thing myself.” It is a “sorrow when children have not a kind father and mother to...lean upon and go to for sympathy.” In this letter Susan seems to describe the reason for her departure, and she even pinpoints the date. Leander, she said, was “only about eleven or twelve years old when I saw you last,” putting the date at 1863. In the end it appears that Susannah left home at the age of seventeen or eighteen for a very ordinary reason: she hated her mean and possibly abusive stepmother, and she could not turn to her father for assistance. In leaving home, Susannah stepped into an exciting and exceptional future.59


  CHAPTER TWO

  A TEN-YEAR VANISHING ACT

  Although Susannah Ellen Hummer wrote that she left home in 1863 to escape an ill-humored stepmother and uncaring father, she never told anyone who interviewed her where she went after leaving Adams County or what she did over the next ten years of her life. Unless new documents surface, this period will remain somewhat of a mystery. Susannah reentered the historical record in 1873 as a vivacious twenty-seven-year-old woman calling herself Susan or Sue E. Homer. By this time she had already traveled all the way from Pennsylvania to Atchison, Kansas, but we may never know what route she took on that journey. A photograph of her taken as a young woman, probably about eighteen years of age, compounds the conundrum. The image reveals a pretty, somewhat round face framed with dark and delicately waved hair. Susan gazes past the camera with a vague and almost mischievous Mona Lisa smile. The photographer probably advised her to wear a dark-colored dress for the sitting, and she offset that with a fashionable lace jabot that tucked rows of ruffles beneath her chin. Unfortunately, the photograph lacks clues as to where it was taken. Moreover, it reveals Susan in attire seemingly inappropriate for a woman of her religious upbringing and thus challenges some of the assumptions concerning her whereabouts in this uncertain period of her life.

  Although documentation is insufficient to map Susan’s route with any certainty, family tradition suggests that her first stop was Columbus, Ohio, where she moved in with married sister
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