SECTION TWO

RE-IMAGINING REGION

SYLVIA VAN KIRK and Susan Armitage, whose essays appear in
this section, are senior scholars recognized for unsettling two nations’
pasts by casting women as central actors. Armitage, an American histor-
ian, and Van Kirk, a Canadian historian, broke historical ground in the
1970s and 1980s by showing how the stories of an androcentric and euro-
centric West changed when women joined the cast. U.S. frontiers and
the Canadian fur trade had explained how each nation had developed;
adding women disrupted those accepted national histories.’

Until recently, however, women’s historians have accepted as given
the western stage on which women acted. We have not really addressed
whatregions themselves—the West, or the Prairies, or British Columbia,
or the Pacific Northwest—might mean, from women’s perspectives, or
how gender might map regional boundaries. In these articles, Armitage
and Van Kirk again take the lead to examine the intersections of region,
gender, race, and history.

Gender aside, regions have figured differently in the histories of
Canada and the United States. American historians have assumed that

the West was a distinct section of the nation, yet they have debated its
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boundaries and what defined them. Canadian historians have been less
concerned with where the West is and have simply divided the Canadian
West into the Prairie provinces and British Columbia while they focus
on the 49th parallel as the line that divided the Canadian West from the
wild region to the South.” The important exception for many years was
Walter Sage, who argued that ongoing migrations back and forth across
the Canada-U.S. border connected the frontiers of North America and
that each Canadian region—the Maritimes, central Canada, the Prai-
ries, and British Columbia—had more in common with the adjacent
American region than it did with the rest of Canada.’ After World WarII,
some U.S. scholars, like Herbert Heaton and Paul Sharp, also began to
map a continuous North American West, and to follow the people, econ-
omies, and social movements that crossed the 49th parallel.” In the late
twentieth century, awareness of globalization led many historians to con-
sider transnational histories, emphasizing migrations and ecological
and economicinterdependence.’ Yet until quite recently, historians have
not addressed how gender and place are connected, nor have they con-
sidered how gender might change the ways we define regions or write
regional and national histories.’

Armitage and Van Kirk turn to that little-explored terrain of gender
and transnational regionalism. Each considers how gender functioned
in the region once known as Oregon Country, a territory that stretched
from what is now the southern border of Oregon to the current northern
border of British Columbia. Oregon Country demonstrates the differ-
ence a national border could make, because in 1846 the 49th parallel
divided the territory that native inhabitants had never divided and that
Britain and the United States had claimed and occupied jointly.

The twoarticles in this section complement each other. Susan Armitage
considers how gender and race operated as two nation states claimed
and divided the land; Sylvia Van Kirk provides a micro-historical illus-
tration of Armitage’s regional perspective.

Armitage ambitiously asks how a gendered perspective would change
the history of nineteenth-century Oregon Country if that region were

viewed as a meeting ground of native peoples, British fur traders, and
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British and American colonists. She asks how each people acquired the
place, perceived it, and used it, emphasizing that people did not act
alone but as members of social networks. Kinship was a crucial social
network that had everything to do with gender. Social networks and
assumptions, too, could extend far beyond the boundaries of Oregon
Country, as assumptions formed in other places affected how the British
and Americans saw the land itself, how they allocated it, used it, and
bequeathed it. Armitage shows how assumptions about marriage, land
ownership, and inheritance all became central concerns as two nations
claimed their parts of what had been a common territory. She demonstrates
how focusing on gender, marriage, kinship, and other social relation-
ships could change regional histories on both sides of the border.

Sylvia Van Kirk narrows the focus of Armitage’s Oregon Country to
one family and examines how the shifting meanings of race and gender
during the processes of state formation affected the family of one fur-
trade couple, Charles and Isabella Ross. The early nineteenth-century
fur-trade society had depended on couples like the Rosses, Scottish and
French-Ojibwa, respectively, who, far from their birthplaces and families
of origin, forged relationships that depended on the skills and inter-
dependence of both partners. Van Kirk’s pathbreaking Many Tender Ties
firstfocused attentionontheseintimaterelationshipsbetween European
men and native women that were so central to the fur trade.” In her arti-
cle, which originated as a featured luncheon address at the “Unsettled
Pasts” conference, Van Kirk extends her analysis and time frame beyond
the fur trade to the era of colonial settlement, after the new international
border separated two Hudson’s Bay Company forts, placing Fort
Nisqually in Washington State and Fort Victoria in British Columbia.

Inaregion marked by considerable social and political flux, the Rosses’
ten Métis children faced very different options than their parents had.
In colonial settler societies, race became increasingly important in defin-
ing who could possess land and inherit it. Van Kirk deftly illuminates
those complex changes through the shifting marital and economic for-
tunes of the widowed Isabella Ross and her children, some of whom

settled in British Columbia, some south of the 49th parallel. The children’s
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class status, marital choices, and the racial ethnic identities that they
could claim on either side of the border depended partly on where they
settled, and partly on gender. Especially with the surplus of male immi-
grants to the colony, it seems that sons had great difficulty securing an
economic niche for themselves and maintaining their families’ status.
The daughters fared better, because their ability to operate across cul-
tures made them, for a time, highly regarded marriage partners, at least
until the arrival of European women erected new racial hierarchies.

The fortunes of the Ross children, north and south of the 49th paral-
lel, illuminate the concrete experiences of individual human beings who
lived the regional history that Armitage outlined. Their options were
embedded in how settler societies in the United States and Canada
defined race and their differing policies regarding native and Métis
peoples. The Ross family’s cross-border migrations reinforce Armitage’s
point that social networks and kinship complicate the boundaries and
meanings of regions.

Both articles suggest how colonial and national power affect what
stories are preserved as history. Each group with historical claims to
Oregon Country passed stories down from generation to generation to
explain how they came into the country and claimed it. For each group—
native peoples, Métis, the British, and the Americans—gender affected
who told these stories and in what contexts. Later, colonial relationships
determined whose stories were regarded as folklore, or as family stories,
and whose would become histories of European and American settle-
ment. Focusing on gender, then, illuminates not only the history of a
transnational region, but also how that history became truncated to

stories of white settlers in two separate nation states.
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