CONNECTING THE WOMEN’S WESTS

ELIZABETH JAMESON

PROLOGUE

FOR OVER A QUARTER OF A CENTURY, I have written,
taught, and thought about western women’s history. Western women’s
histories force this question: What on earth do place and gender have to
do with one another? Was it different being a woman in the West than in
other places? Did women shape or define the West in particular ways?
Transnational and comparative histories add the further complication
of nationality. Were women’s experiences similar throughout the North
American Wests? What differences do national borders make?

This article explores some of the challenges of linking different
women’s histories in two North American Wests, a project that is embed-
ded in a number of broad conceptual questions. What links the histories
of western women of different races, classes, and nationalities? What
links the histories of daily life and social relationships with the histories
of nations? How has the border mattered, historically, in women’s lives?

How has gender operated in regional and national identities? These are



huge questions; they have no easy answers. I try here only to suggest
their dimensions.

Historians approach national and social boundaries from our par-
ticular national and social perspectives. I write as an American social
historian; I study women, class, and gender; I live and teach in Calgary.
Soon after Iaccepted my job at the University of Calgary, Ilearned a joke
that instructed me in the sensitivity required to work across national

boundaries:

Question: What is the difference between a Canadian and an American?
Answer: The Canadian knows there is a difference.

I would not have understood this joke before I moved to Canada. I
grew up on the Texas Gulf Coast, lived much of my adultlife in Colorado
and New Mexico, and understood how concepts of racialized difference
operated in popular conceptions of the border between the United
States and Mexico and in the social boundaries of race in the U.S. South
and Southwest. Until I moved to Calgary in 1999, I did not recognize
how significant the differences between Canada and the United States
are for Canadian identity. I've begun to understand this, if not always to
enjoy, as an American, representing those differences. And I have begun,
Ihope, tolearn a bit of Canadian deference and courtesy. SoI try to fulfill
what is expected of me. Out of courtesy, I make a special point of trying
every day to do something disgustingly American—to be a bit too loud,
a bit too self-revealing a bit too soon, to do something rude or disor-
derly—ijust to reassure the people around me that the boundaries are
still intact. So if T offend Canadian readers, please understand that Tam
doing so only out of courtesy.

My own experience tells me that nationality and citizenship are only
one source of identity and community. My United States citizenship
and Canadian residence are both important to me, but so are my sex,
race, age, and religion, my profession, the fact that I am a mother, a sis-
ter, a daughter. My particular constellation of identities means that my

experience and my history are somewhat different from the lives and
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histories of other women who havelived in the Canadianand U.S. Wests,
who built western communities and made their histories.

Even women whose backgrounds and lived experience might seem
quite similar appear different through the lenses of national histories.
In United States history, the West and western frontiers have been much
more important than they have been in Canadian history. Westward
movement, codified as “Manifest Destiny,” provided both a narrative
framework and an ideological justification for a history of U.S. expan-
sion, colonialism, and conquest. The Canadian West has, in contrast,
been written as a source of staple resources for economic development
directed from the metropolitan centers of Central Canada and Europe,
as a region apart from the wild and unruly folk to the south.’ Because
the West “explained” the United States but not Canada, western pion-
eers have figured more significantly in U.S. histories than they have in
Canadian histories. In both countries, men of all regions have been more
prominent than women in national and regional histories.

Borders, as well as regions, operate differently in our histories. U.S.
historians have paid more attention to the border with Mexico than to
the border with Canada. The Mexican border has been constructed in
popular imagination and in U.S. immigration policy as a racialized
boundary separating darker and poorer Mexicans from whiter, richer
Americans. The United States secured that border with a war, whereas it
civilly negotiated treaties with Britain and Canada to create, in popular
imagination, the longest unpoliced border in the world.”

Both of these imagined borders are fictions, of course. The Mexican
boundary went straight through Mexican territory, separating people
of shared ethnicity and kinship into residents of the United States or
Mexico. The Canadian border similarly bisected Native peoples’ terri-
tories, and has been open only to some people at some times. Yet people
cross those border lines, bringing with them personal amalgams of
identities, dreams, and desires.

John Sayles explored these boundaries with creativity and insight in
his film Lone Star, a film thatis all about borders, both national and social.

The film holds particularly powerful messages for anyone who, like me,
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had to suffer through Texas history classes in 1950s elementary school
classrooms.* At one point in Lone Star, Sheriff Sam Deeds, played by Chris
Cooper, crosses the Texas border into Mexico in search of information.
He approaches El Rey de las Siantas [the King of the Tires].

“You're the sheriff of Rio County, right?” says El Rey. “Un jefe muy
respectado.” [“Avery respected leader.”| E1 Rey leans over and draws aline in
the dirt with a Coke bottle. “Step across this line,” he says. “Ay, que
milagro!” [“Ay, what a miracle!”] “You’re not the sheriff of nothing any-
more. Just some Tejano with a lot of questions I don’t have to answer. A
bird flying south, you think he sees this line? Rattlesnake, javalina,
whatever you got. You think halfway across that line they start thinking
different? Why should a man?”

El Rey’s perceptions notwithstanding, recent aerial images of the
49th parallel demonstrate thata bird flying north can in fact see the U.S.-
Canadian border. Unlike the border between Texas and Mexico, which
is marked by a river, the border that separates the U.S. and Canadian
Wests is a line drawn arbitrarily straight across a continuous landscape.
That line has been etched into the land itself through different patterns
of land use and property division on either side of the border in only a
bit over a century since a Boundary Commission drew the line across the
continent. People, not nature, created the differences on either side of
thatline.

The people I study often cross international borders. I understand El
Rey de las Siantas when he insists that the people who cross borders are
as important as the states that police them. “I'm talking about people
here,” he tells the sheriff. “Men.”

At this point our perspectives may diverge, or at least our choice of
words. I assume that “people” includes both women and men. We are
only beginning to explore whether the differences people inscribed on
either side of a national border included understandings of gender, whether
our Wests and the border that separates them held different meanings
for women and men, as they have for Canadians and Americans.

I was first drawn to think about what links and separates our Wests
and their borders by the women I studied who inhabited their border-

lands, who sometimes crossed those boundaries, and whose lives raised
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these questions for me. Let me turn, then, to one such woman. Iread her

diaries in 1988, just over a century after she wrote them.

ok ke

THE AFTERNOON OF JANUARY 27, 1885 blew
cold and bleak on the eastern Dakota prairies. The thermometer read
-28" Fahrenheit [-33° Celsius]. Mary Dodge Woodward, a fifty-eight-year-
old widowed mother of five, stood at her kitchen window peering through
the spyglass she used to view the outside world. Through it she could see
the electriclight of Fargo eight miles [13 km| distant, and wondrous mir-
ages telescoped across the snowy prairies. This particular afternoon her
son Walter and the hired man John Martin were hauling wheat to the
stock yard, bringing loads of hay back to the farm. “They have to go

29

without their dinner or eat frozen ‘chuck,” Woodward wrote, so she had
“a good supper ready: boiled beef, vegetables, mince pie, doughnuts—
such things as hungry men like.” She timed dinner precisely: “I watch
with the spyglass...and when they begin to load for the homeward trip,
I begin to prepare supper.”™

Mary Woodward’s spyglass evokes the metaphor Susan Armitage used
in the early 1980s to suggest the promise of western women’s histories:
the image of the stereopticon, found in many Victorian parlors. Viewed
through the stereopticon, two virtually identical images on a card focused
to form a three-dimensional picture. By viewing women’s history as well
asmen’s, Armitage suggested, a more-fully dimensional western history
might emerge.’

Mary Dodge Woodward viewed her West from a domestic center. She
added her private, interior world to the outdoor world of men’s labor
she viewed through her spyglass, and to the public events she gleaned
from newspapers. Her viewpoint alone could not correct all the distor-
tions of traditional western histories. But she did help me identify them,
and to see, as well, the distortions and limits of particular women’s Wests.

Woodward accompanied three of her children in 1882 to Dakota
Territory, where Walter was to manage a commercial bonanza farm for

her cousin, Daniel Dodge. Daniel had traded depreciated Northern
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Pacific railroad stock for 1,500 acres of railroad land in the Red River
Valley, a much larger spread than the typical 160-acre homestead, but
only a minute slice of the twenty-nine million acres the United States
governmentgaverailroadstocapitalize westward expansion. Woodward’s
youngest child, Fred, helped with the farm. Her daughter Kate helped
with the considerable domestic labor required for the family, hired
hands, and the crews of over thirty men who came to plow, seed, harvest,
and thresh the “Number 1 hard” wheat bound for the St Paul market.®
From 1884 until her cousin sold out in 1888, Mary Woodward did not
leave the farm. She recorded in her diaries her daily routine and her
observations of an outside world she saw through her kitchen window
and through her own assumptions about the proprieties of gender, eth-
nicity, race, and class. She was particularly concerned about one of her
most frequent visitors, Elsie Lessing, and about the gendered division of
labor on the neighboring Lessing farm. On October 25, 1885, she wrote,
“Elsie is plowing for her father, a stingy old German who makes the
women work out of doors. He thinks an hour long enough for them to
prepare a meal.”” In December 1886 she spied Elsie and her sister Lena
hauling wood with a four-horse team. “They have done almost all the
work on their farm this season: plowing, seeding, and harvesting,” she
wrote. “I cannot understand how any female can do such work.”
Woodward did not, apparently, find her own domestic labor remark-
able, though her workload was particularly intensive because of the
scale of her cousin’s operation. One hot August day during the 1885 har-
vest season, she baked seventeen loaves of bread, “making seventy-four
loaves since last Sunday, not to mention twenty-one pies, and puddings,
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cakes, and doughnuts.” She washed sheets and pillowcases for twelve
beds, raised vegetables and chickens, and brought in some cash with
eggs and butter. In 1888 she made fourteen pounds of butter a week—
not to sell, but to put away to feed the harvest crews.”

Threshing season was intense. Serving supper took two to three
hours, excluding preparation and clean up. The work got so heavy that
other women were hired to help—asuccession of Irish, Swedish, French,
and Norwegian immigrants, many of whom, to her frustration, spoke

little English. The $4 a week they earned was far less than men’s wages,
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but enough to attracta succession of women to the Woodwards’ kitchen.
Some were married women working to raise money for family home-
steads.”

For men the heaviest work was over by September. “There is noth-
ing much for the men to do in Dakota in winter,” she wrote. For Mrs
Woodward, the slack period meant she could sleep in to 6 A.m., rather
than rising at 5 o’clock or earlier.” Women, she believed, ought natur-
ally to care for the domestic needs of their households. Not until illness
confined her to bed at age fifty-seven did Mary Woodward’s sons ever get
their own breakfast.” Her work seemed to her as normal as the Lessing
girls’ seemed strange.

Mr Lessing may have been every bit as nasty as Mrs Woodward sus-
pected. But perhaps the Lessings simply allocated labor and funds
differently than the Woodwards. The women did more field work, but
the Lessings hired no farm laborers and did not cook for huge work
crews. Mary Woodward’s view of gender, like all else in her universe, was
particular and rooted in her own sense of domestic propriety.

Woodward penned equally limited glimpses of what linked her
world to the Canadian West during that frigid winter of 1885. The day
after John and Walter hauled the wheat, she recorded that the family
had “been alone all day with the exception of a call from Harry Green
who is a Canadian and therefore does not mind the weather. Many
Canadians live around here, and they seem to endure the cold much bet-
ter than we do.” Harry called less often when Kate left to visit family in
Wisconsin, and Mary Woodward suspected that Harry had designs on
her daughter.”

Another Canada flashed briefly through her diary. On April 19, 1885,
Woodward heard “the melodious sound of the meadow lark.” Her
domestic peace made it hard to imagine, she wrote, “that there is an
army so near us. Riel’s half breeds, with the Indians, will give the Canadian
soldiers a sorry chase, we think. The half-breeds have so much wild
country to fall back into and they think they have right on their side.
They have all been down from Winnipeg and bought all the arms and
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ammunition there are in Fargo.
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It is not clear whether Woodward was frightened. She did not fear
American Indians. Sitting Bull and One Bull traveled through Fargo to
St Paul to make cattle contracts for the Sioux Reservation, and a number
of Sioux chiefs from the Standing Rock Agency passed on their way to
“pose as attractions at the Minnesota Fair.” Woodward assumed that
this was progress. The railroad, she said, was “a great civilizer, for besides
helping to subjugate the troublesome red man, it has helped build up

»16

and make habitable the great Northwest.”** Her local newspaper viewed
the 1885 Rebellion with equal optimism, reporting that “Canada’s little
war” was a boon for Dakota and Montana: “Horses, hay, oats, and other
supplies for the Canadian troops in Saskatchewan are being bought in
large quantities on this side of the border....It’s an ill wind that blows no
good to somebody in this great Republic.””

On November 16, Woodward reported that Walter had been puttying
the barn windows, she and Katie had done laundry, they were troubled
with mice, Walter had a new suit, new reading material had arrived. She
then commented abruptly, “I suppose Louis Riel was hanged today in
Canada; butI am afraid that will not end the insurrection.”*

Woodward’s granddaughter, Mary Boynton Cowdrey, edited her
grandmother’s diaries for publication in 1937. Mary Cowdrey added an
historical footnote to this last entry, based on John G. Bourinot’s Canada
UnderBritish Ruleand C.P. Mulvaney’s The History of the Northwest Rebellion.
“Riel was tried in Regina in July,” Cowdrey wrote, “sentenced to death,
and executed on November 16, 1885. For some time after his death other
leaders attempted to rouse the half-breeds to further rebellion, but they,
as well as the Indians, realized the power of the Canadian Government,
and from that day to this, peace has prevailed in that western country.””

Woodward’s 1885 diary suggests some of the missing connections in
western women’s histories. North Dakota, like the Prairie provinces,
was one of the most ethnically diverse regions of North America, yet she
recognized little of the diversity that existed outside her household and
neighboring farms. Woodward’s spyglass opened only onto her immedi-
ate world. Newspapers provided her view of the public world of news

and history, a world that was entirely male. The women in between, in
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the borderlands of her social universe, got lost. She did not mention sin-
gle women homesteaders, though at various times from 5 to 20 percent
of all homesteaders in North Dakota were single women. She did not
mention any Canadian women, though 5 percent of all single women
homesteaders in North Dakota were Canadians who came to claim
homestead land in their own names, as they could not do in Canada.”

Her spyglass did not allow her to see into the future, or as far as Grant
County, and so she could not see Edith L. Divet, the thirty-two-year-old
daughter of an Irish mother and French Canadian father, who filed for
land in Grant County in 1906. Edith homesteaded with her widowed sis-
ter, Eunice Divet Gilpin, and Eunice’s daughter in their eight-room sod
home.” Woodward’s spyglass did not reach the Devils Lake Sioux
Reservation, or Rachel Bella Calof who lived near it. Rachel Calof arrived
from Russia in 1894 for an arranged marriage and homesteaded until
1917 with her husband, Abe, and their nine children near a North Dakota
post office called Benzion. Nor did Woodward witness the departure of
Rachel’s cousins-in-law, Maier and Doba Calof, as they left to cross the
border and settle in Winnipeg.”

Woodward assumed that American expansion brought progress and
civilization, but she did not apparently ponder her own place in that
history or the connection of her private world with the public world of
railroad expansion and conquest that had secured her cousin’s farm. She
did not, evidently, know much about the history of Red River before two
nations created Manitoba and Dakota Territory and drew a line between
them. She did not consider that Louis Riel might be a husband or a
father, or that women might participate in the Rebellion. Canadian
troops, she knew, bought ammunition in Fargo, but she did not know
that Métis women in Batoche made bullets from lead kettles and the
linings of tea tins that they melted in their frying pans. She did not link
women’s personal concerns with war or know that several of the govern-
ment employees that the Cree killed during the spring of 1885 were
resented for their brutality toward Aboriginal women.” She never knew
the Métis women who moved south after the Rebellion to the nearby

Turtle Mountain Chippewa reservation, nor did she ponder the distinct
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legal and racial systems that made them Métis in Canada, Chippewa in
the United States.

She did not know these things, in part, because of her own class, her
racist and nationalist assumptions, and partly because of the assumptions
thatseparated her firm domesticcenter from the publicworld of history. Woodward’s
view of Canadian public affairs, like her granddaughter’s view of
Canadian history, was a “battles, dates, and kings” story, its plot pro-
jected from the U.S. history of battles, dates, and presidents that
explained the Manifest Destiny of people like her to claim the contin-
ent. Mary Dodge Woodward’s diary presents some of the challenges
of connecting her life with national and western histories; of writing
difference, domination, colonization, and conquest into history; of con-
necting the Canadian and U.S. Wests.

Since the early 1980s, histories of women in the Canadian and U.S.
Wests have developed along parallel but critically unconnected lines.
Many U.S. historians date the field of western women’s history from the
Women’s West conference in 1983, which generated a book, The Women'’s
West; an organization, the Coalition for Western Women’s History; and,
most importantly, professional networks and collegial exchanges.”
Like the “Unsettled Pasts” conference, it was an exciting opportunity to
share work and insights with other historians and with women who had
lived and made western history. Sylvia Van Kirk, the Canadian historian
who pioneered the topic of women and gender in the fur trade, spoke
at the opening plenary. Her article was published in The Women’s West,
as was Norma Milton’s essay on Canadian immigrant domestic work-
ers, based on her University of Calgary m.A. thesis.”” Canadians Jean
Barman, Catherine Cavanaugh and Sarah Carter have won the Jensen-
Miller Prize, awarded annually by the Coalition for Western Women’s
History for the best article in western women’s history.”

I eagerly devoured these scholars” work, and other histories that
introduced me to the women of the Canadian West: A Harvest Yet to Reap,
A Flannel Shirt and Liberty, and Eliane Silverman’s collective portrait of
Alberta women, The Last Best West.” But Canadian women’s histories did

not immediately prompt me to think critically about similarities and
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differences between the women’s Wests of Canada and the United States.
In my essay in The Women'’s West, I included material on western suffrage
victories in the three Prairie provinces, on women’s labor on Canadian
farms, and ended with a quote from Nellie McClung, about whom, in
truth, I knew very little. ButI liked her challenge: “I grew indignantas1I
read the history and saw how little the people ever counted....When I
wrote I would write of the people who do the work of the world and I
would writeit from their side of the fence.” I “included Canadian materi-
als,” I wrote, “because western women in the United States and Canada
did similar work, received similar messages about domestic roles, and

9928

were granted the vote before eastern women.”” That said, I plowed mer-
rily ahead without taking seriously McClung’s challenge to look at her
West from her side of the border.

To take that challenge seriously requires collaboration among col-
leagues whose work illuminates gender on both sides of the border. A
generation of historians of women of color have illuminated the com-
plexities of racial and ethnic diversity. Their work has reconceived the
women’s Wests from more inclusive perspectives, with a more inclusive
cast.” That scholarly achievement, too, was a collaborative effort.

The beginning points for many of us were the histories we inherited,
in which a stock cast of characters—mostly white, mostly young, mostly
men—trapped, mined, rode, roped, drank, and shot their way across the
West. The mythic American westerners were prospectors, cowboys, des-
peradoes, vigilantes, lawmen, and soldiers; the mythic Canadian West
held more fur traders, stalwart immigrants in sheepskin coats, and
Mounties. Both mythic histories erased and marginalized daily acts, pri-
vate lives, people of color, and women of all races.

That common ground of marginality sometimes obscured signifi-
cant differences between our western histories and mythic Wests. In the
United States, it has been very hard to imagine alternatives to frontier
frameworks in western histories, despite the important ways that the
new western women'’s history has reconceptualized frontiers for women.
For Native women, frontiers were places where they acted as bridges—

economically, diplomatically, socially, sexually, intimately—between
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colonizers and their own people. For European American women, fron-
tiers were often isolating; their lives improved after the frontier period,
when they had neighbors, communities, and the support of other women.
The frontier organization of western history texts glorifies a period that
was anything but glorious for most women, and it ends the story before
some of their most significant community-building activity began. An
alternative economic emphasis on the West as a source of staples in
Canada, or on extractive industries in the United States, has marginal-
ized women in both nations in histories of national development.

To add women to history will require us to separate the mythic Wests
of both countries from history and to analyze how gender has func-
tioned in them. I want to suggest a little of how this might work, which
will require me to simplify a bit.

In the mythic American West, defined with frustrating durability by
Frederick Jackson Turner in 1893, a succession of trappers, miners,
ranchers, and farmers became Americans on a succession of westward-
moving frontiers, where European immigrants allegedly merged into a
composite nationality. For Turner, the frontier marked the dividing line
between “savagery and civilization.” As these frontiers became even
more mythologized in literature and film, the arrival of women—or at
least “good” white women—signaled the arrival of civilization and,
with civilization, the end of the frontier.” To remain a real guy, the rug-
ged western hero had to ride off alone into the sunset in search of a new
frontier.

In Canada, neither frontiers nor the West explained the nation in the
same way as in U.S. histories. Harold Innis’s West, which furnished
staple resources to the metropolitan center, also required miners, ranch-
ers,and farmers, as well as timbermen and fishermen. But these men did
not function as mythic heroes to forge the wellspring of Canadian
national character.” Canadian character, in the mythic Mild West, sprang
from English roots and was transported west from central Canada by
white men—in this case by Mounties, who brought civilization and
order. Because the Canadian western guy was a civilizer, he did not have

to keep moving in search of new frontiers or escape the stifling influence

16 ELIZABETH JAMESON



of white women. To be a western hero, he had only to be more civilized
than the U.S. whiskey traders trying to invade Canada from the south.”

Comparing our equally distorted myths can help us dissect them.
The distinction between the wild and violent U.S. West and the orderly
and civilized Canadian West emphasizes that warfare was more com-
monly used to colonize Native peoples in the United States than in
Canada. That is undeniable, but it happened in part because the people
of Canada’s First Nations sought to avoid the carnage they knew had
already happened in the United States. My favorite response comes from
Canadian historian Martin Robbins, who quipped that “one cannot
excuse a robbery by describing it as orderly.”**

Women’s histories raise the further question of whether Canadian
men were less violent toward women than were American men, of
whether Mounties were more civilized than the cavalry in their dealings
with wives, sex workers, and Native women. For many women, rape
and domestic violence mapped a terrain of western masculinity that
respected few borders. That frontier awaits comparative analysis.

Multicultural feminist histories stretched our historical vision fur-
ther yet, and helped us redefine another key category of the U.S. West:
the frontier itself. A multi-racial framework reconceived frontiers not as
the western edges of white settlement but as places where people of dif-
ferent cultures met, and where women of color were central actors at the
cultural crossroads.” We then had to look past frontiers to the separate
racial and ethnic communities where racial ethnic women maintained
families, communities, and cultural identities, as they did at Batoche,
Benzion, and Devils Lake.

Sylvia Van Kirk led the way for many of us with Many Tender Ties, as
she demonstrated how central aboriginal and Métis women were to fur
trade society and showed that even filtered sources produced by white
men could be used to glean Native women’s histories.* The old excuse
that there were no sources for women'’s history bit the dust. In 1980 Joan
Jensen and Darlis Miller’s important article “The Gentle Tamers
Revisited” reviewed a huge array of sources for women in the U.S. West

and set the agenda for an inclusive, multicultural western women’s
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history, a goal toward which we continue to strive.” Multicultural histor-
ies have begun to map the ways that race and gender jointly constructed,
in Sarah Carter’s wonderful phrase, the “categories and terrains of exclu-
sion” in our respective Wests.™

Transnational histories can further illuminate that complex terrain
aswe chart the migrations that brought different people to the Canadian
and U.S. Wests—that brought Harry Green and Edith Divet to Dakota,
for example, or Kansas farmers disillusioned by the failure of American
Populism to Saskatchewan and Alberta. Mining booms and busts drew
miners and their families in worldwide migrations, including one of my
favorite people, May Wing, whose journeys took her from Leadville to
the Cripple Creek District in Colorado; to Rossland, British Columbia;
back to Cripple Creek, then Leadville, then Cripple Creek again.” Business
opportunities and religious communities drew Russian Jews like Maier
and Doba Calof from North Dakota to Winnipeg, just as they drew other
religious minorities to the Canadian prairies and to larger urban ethnic
enclaves on both sides of the border. Colonial and national agendas
impelled Native peoples back and forth across the “Medicine Line” long
after both nations tried to push them back behind national boundaries
that bisected tribal territories.*

Cross-border migrations, carefully charted and analyzed, can further
illuminate our categories and terrains of exclusion. Canadians are often
the most invisible immigrants in the United States, if their native lan-
guage is English. They “pass,” in contrast to Mexicans, who are marked
by a different language, who are perceived as poorer and darker, whose
border and presence in the United States have historically been more
rigorously policed than has the 49th parallel. Harry Green successfully
courted Kate Woodward. Mary Dodge Woodward would not have wel-
comed, with equal equanimity, the attentions of Elsie Lessing’s brother,
or a thresher, or one of the Sioux Chiefs who passed through on their
way to the Minnesota Fair. She grudgingly allowed Irish, Norwegian,
and French women into her kitchen, but would not, I suspect, have wel-
comed the Chinese and Japanese women barred from immigrating to

the American and Canadian Wests."
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Itis a challenging prospect to try to link the histories of women who
are thus far still marginal to our respective regional and national histor-
ies. Despite the rich harvest of western women’s histories on both sides
of the border, fur traders’ frontiers still dominate hide tanners’; we still
have histories of the cattle frontier, but not of the egg or butter fron-
tiers.” There are more women in western history texts than there were a
quarter century ago, but they are usually slotted into existing plots of
frontier and expansion without engaging the challenges to these frame-
works that western women’s histories have posed.” White women are
more commonly included than racial ethnic women. Even Mary Dodge
Woodward was badly distorted when she appeared in Jon Gjerde’s The
Minds of the West as “a young American woman living in Dakota in the
1880s,” in which Woodward functioned as a contrast to Elsie Lessing to
demonstrate the different attitudes toward child labor of German immi-
grants and native-born Americans.*

There is a caution in Woodward’s tale: to widen the lenses of our own
historical spyglasses—to try to approach women as historical actors on
their own terms, and to let them help us imagine different plots from
their multiple, messy perspectives. It is important to do this for histor-
ical accuracy. Mary Dodge Woodward probably saw herself as quite
ordinary, but we can recognize that her unpaid labor, and Elsie Lessing’s,
was as essential a part of the western infrastructure as the railroads,
land, and capital that brought her to Dakota. Her daily acts were as much
a part of cultural creation as the battles, dates, and soldiers she saw as
“history.”

Yet if individual lives and daily experience push the nation and pub-
lic politics out of the centers of history, they do not obliterate the
importance of public politics in individual lives, or the significance of
national identities. Histories of daily life and private experience lie at
the centers of women’s histories. Nonetheless, we cannot compare and
connect western women’s histories without knowing the national and
regional histories on both sides of the border in which women’s experi-
ences have been located. We cannot, for instance, understand Edith

Divet without knowing the differences in Canadian and U.S. homestead
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laws. And when I equated the suffrage victories in western states and the
Prairie provinces, I did not consider the impact of World War I on the
Canadian suffrage victories of 1916, though I knew women’s wartime
contributions had offered many U.S. politicians an acceptable excuse to
adopt woman suffrage nationally when they supported the 19th amend-
ment that enfranchised all women in the United States in 1920. It didn’t
occur to me that World War I was an important context for the first
Canadian suffrage victories because, in 1983, didn’t think about the fact
that Canada had entered the war in 1914 while the United States did not
declare war until 1917, nor did I understand the resonance of that fact for
Canadians. A wider historical perspective includes the histories of both
nations divided by a common border.

As we widen our historical gaze, we will, I hope, continue to stretch
the boundaries and timelines of the pasts we record. Many western his-
torians argue accurately that neither the West nor the Prairies existed as
regionsbefore Canadaand the United States existed as nations. However,
the consequence of making the West or the nation the subject of our
histories is that we erase Native peoples, whose histories become a brief
prologue to European settlement and fade from the story just as Mary
Dodge Woodward expected Sitting Bull and Louis Riel to disappear after
she arrived.

Itis very hard to bring into common focus the histories of a place and
all the people who have called it home. Perhaps no single plot can hold
all the women of all our Wests, but that does not mean we should erase
some of them. There may be other histories as important as those of
states and nations.

This brings me to an important caveat. I have deliberately evaded the
question of where we draw the boundaries of our Wests, an issue that
seems to obsess historians of the U.S. West, while Canadians have gener-
ally followed provincial boundaries to separate the Prairie provinces
and British Columbia.” The historical constructions of state and region
have notyetbeen mapped from gendered perspectives. For some women,
the important geography may not have been the international, state, or

provincial boundary lines, but the distance from fuel and water, from
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letters from kin, from a midwife or another woman’s company. Until we
map the Wests from women’s centers, we cannot know what place meant
for western women.

Comparative, transnational, and borderlands histories hold enor-
mous promise to both muddy and clarify the categories of the histories
we inherit. I think of Joan Jensen’s observation that “change takes place
in various ways, often growing from the margins outward.”* The best of
our histories may grow from the lives of people who have been marginal
in traditional histories, from the margins of exclusion and inclusion,

from the borders between cultures and between nations.

* k%

POSTSCRIPT

I BEGAN WITH A PROLOGURE. I end with a personal post-
script about how history shapes borderlands and the significance of
borders.Iassumed in 1983 that western women were similar in the United
States and Canada, that the Canadian and U.S. Wests shared more with
one another than they did with Central Canada or the eastern United
States. That still seemed true as I drove north in 1999 from Albuquerque
to Calgary. The high plains and mountains formed a continuous land-
scape for the journey, interrupted for only a few hours at the border
crossing in Coutts, Alberta, to deal with Immigration Canada. It was
only after some time in Canada that the significance of the border and
cultural distinctions became clearer. Canada taught me, among much
else, how American I am.

Several events immediately before the “Unsettled Pasts” conference
brought home the significance of the border and the complexities of
identity. The first occurred September 11, 2001. I was madly trying to edit
anessayaboutwomenin the nineteenth-century West when my American
colleague Jewel Spangler called to tell me to turn on my television set. As
I watched the World Trade Center crumble, I forgot the article and
followed my most urgent instinct—to call my son’s school. I babbled

something like, “I know this makes no sense, but I'm American, and I
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just need to know my son is all right.” A woman’s voice replied, “I am
Canadian, I have children and grandchildren, and all T want to do right
now is hug them. So if you need to see your son, come on over.” AsIdrove
to the school, I noticed an unusual number of airplanes headed for the
Calgary airport. And it suddenly dawned on me why they were landing
there, and why crossing that line at the border did in fact matter that
crisp September morning.

The next day, September 12, I was supposed to lecture on Frederick
Jackson Turner and Harold Innis and the ways that the United States
racialized and patrolled the border with Mexico but perceived the
Canadian border in less racialized and more benign terms. As I reviewed
my lecture notes, cNN was already speculating that the terrorist attacks
originated in New England because dark-skinned people could sneak
across the border from Canada.Iwinged thelecture, knowing that what-
ever I thoughtTknew about borders and national identities was shifting
around me as I spoke. I left the classroom more drained than at any time
in almost thirty years of teaching, and thenI cried.

But I also cried a few months later, this time with excitement and
pride, when the Canadian women’s hockey team beat the U.S. women’s
hockey team in the SaltLake City Olympics.I1didn’t cry when the Canadian
menagainbeatthe U.S.hockey team, butIinstinctively rooted for Canada
and was taken aback when a colleague offered me condolences at the
U.S. loss.

Identity is a slippery business. We all have multiple identities, only
some of which are rooted in where we live or the passports we carry.
Historical borders mark complex webs of territory, privilege, exclusion,
and identity. We all cross some borders; we all police some. Most of us
also inhabit some borderlands where social territories are redefined and
identities are constantly renegotiated. History can be one such border-
land, crossing state and social boundaries to re-chart the lines that
separate and connect people, to re-map the borders that divide and link
our histories.
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