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INTRODUCTION

THIS VOLUME isone product of the conference, “Unsettled Pasts:
Reconceiving the West through Women’s History.” Held at the University
of Calgary in June 2002, “Unsettled Pasts” was the largest conference yet
devoted to the history of women in western Canada, and the first major
conference to emphasize comparative and transborder histories of
women in the Canadian and U.S. Wests. Ninety-five presenters and
seventy-five delegates shared ideas and conversations across boundaries
of national citizenship, age, and profession. Participants represented
the generations of scholars who developed women’s history and women
studies beginning in the late 1960s through the most recent generation
of feminist historians. The presentations covered a variety of disciplines
and combined scholarship with personal experience, art, and activism.
It was a multi-national gathering, with participation from the United
States, Canada, and Britain. As participants exchanged ideas, perspec-
tives, and e-mail addresses, “Unsettled Pasts” crackled with the energy
of new connections.

The conference sparked new comparisons and collaborations, and it

generated two anthologies. The first volume, Unsettled Pasts: Reconceiving
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the West through Women's History, edited by Sarah Carter, Lesley Erickson,
Patricia Roome, and Char Smith, focuses on the Canadian prairie prov-
incesand British Columbia.' That book wasinspired,aswastheconference,
by the desire to represent women’s histories during the 2005 centen-
nials of Alberta and Saskatchewan. This volume is inspired by a second
goal of the “Unsettled Pasts” conference: to generate conversations that
would link and compare the histories of the women of western North
America and the women whose journeys crossed the borderlands of the
Canadian and American Wests.

In this anthology, sixteen articles are arranged topically to suggest
connections and comparisons among the experiences of women in the
western United States and Canada. Eight of the authors are American,
seven are Canadian, one is British. They include a number of “founding
mothers” of western women'’s history,a number of young scholars in the
early stagesof their careers,and all theacademic generations in between.
We carried this cross-generational conversation forward as we collabor-
ated to edit this volume. Sheila McManus represents younger scholars
who are forging new transnational approaches to the borderlands of
race, gender, and nation. Elizabeth Jameson has studied and taught
women’s history since the early 1970s and helped organize the first con-
ference on western women'’s history, the Women’s West conference, held
in Sun Valley, Idaho, in 1983. McManus is a Canadian who has lived and
researched in the United States. Jameson, a U.S. citizen, has lived in
Canada since 1999 and is a permanent resident, a status that illustrates
the complexities of nationality and identity that many authors explore
in this volume.

Seven of thearticles are about women who emigrated from one coun-
try to the other, or compare women of the two nations. One aim of the
“Unsettled Pasts” conference, and of this volume, has been to stimulate
more explicitly comparative and transnational scholarship. Histories
that cross national borders are still too rare, largely because most his-
torians have been trained as historians of particular nations. We have
sought in this volume to suggest the promise of comparative and trans-

national approaches both through the essays that explicitly employ
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these perspectives, and by grouping articles topically to suggest compari-
sons and the potential of comparative and transnational frameworks.
Thearticles,and the topical pairings, explore the meanings of placeand
nation in women’s histories,adding further depth and complexity to the
new scholarship on western women in Canada and the United States.

During the1970sand 1980s, historians in both countries increasingly
rescarched and wrote women’s histories, as more women became profes-
sional historians and as the women’s liberation movement supported
the development of knowledge by and about women. Women’s histor-
ians wrestled with national histories that marginalized women, and
with stories of western settlement that showcased a stock array of male
characters. In histories of the U.S. West, these characters might be cow-
boys, prospectors, mountain men, desperadoes, soldiers, or intrepid
explorers. In Canada, they might be explorers, fur traders, voyageurs, or
Mounties. Later, the casts would expand to include pioneer farmers,
railroad entrepreneurs, and mining magnates. Sometimes a stereotyp-
icalwoman mightflitbrieflyacross the pages: areluctant, lonely pioneer,
dragged west against her will; a bedraggled pioneer helpmate; a whore
with a heart of gold; a helpful native woman, who, like Sacagawea or
Charlotte Small, guided the newcomers through an unmapped western
landscape. Native peoples tended to appear as assistants or as barriers to
beovercome. Otherwise, theactors were not only overwhelmingly male,
but also overwhelmingly white.*

The first western women’s histories added women to these all-male
casts. Historians of western women, in both countries, emphasized that
race, class,and colonial relationshipsdistinguished thehistorical experi-
ences of women in the North American West. Sylvia Van Kirk’s path-
breaking Many Tender Ties demonstrated that aboriginal women were
essential, economically and socially, to the Canadian fur tradeand to the
formation of a unique fur-trade society.*In the United States, Joan Jensen
and Darlis Miller’s “The Gentle Tamers Revisited” set the agenda fora
multicultural history of women in the American West.” As scholars in
both countriesadded women to existing histories, the stories of western

settlement became more complex, conflicted, nuanced, and interesting.
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The “Unsettled Pasts” conference emphasized a new category to add
to these complex contingencies of gender, class, and race: the nation
itself. Instead of assuming that a Canadian white settler woman or a
native woman in Canada probably had a life that was a lot like that of a
white settler woman or native woman in the United States, we asked
how comparable the historical experiences of Canadian and American
women of similar backgrounds and status really were. How did separate
national policies that governed native peoples, property ownership,
intimacy, immigration, and citizenship affect women of different races
and classes? How did the histories learned in school and the different
ways two nations told their national pasts affect the ways we envisioned
women’s histories and identities and our respective Wests?

Those histories differed in important respects. The United States
expanded westward from its birth as a nation. Britain relinquished its
land east of the Mississippi River to the new nation after the American
Revolution, in 1783. Within seven decades the United States had claimed
all the land to the Pacific Ocean, acquiring it through the Louisiana
Purchase in 1803, the annexation of Texas in 1845, the Treaty of Oregon
with Britain in 1846, the Mexican-American War, which claimed the
northern third of Mexico in 1848, and the Gadsden Purchase in 1853. It
then purchased Alaska from Russia in 1867, and annexed Hawai'i in
1898. An ideology of “manifest destiny” justified the enormous land
grab that indelibly wrote westward expansion into U.S. history and
imagination.

The formation of Canada and the process through which it claimed
its western provinces was significantly different. The United States
became a nation and colonized its West much earlier than Canada.
Almost a century separated the U.S. Declaration of Independence from
Britain in 1776 and the Confederation that formed the Dominion of
Canada in 1867. The colonies that became Canada were often very iso-
lated from one another, did not like each other very much, and did not
unite to wage a common revolutionary war. Many late-nineteenth-cen-
tury Anglo-Canadians embraced and celebrated their British roots and
British culture, while American historians sought to explain what,

besides a war, made their country different from Europe.
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United States history and identity were linked, from the beginning,
to westward expansion, and to Americans’ encounters with a westward-
moving sequence of frontiers. The colonies to the north had much more
modest territorial aspirations until well into the nineteenth century,
before which European interest in western Canada consisted largely
of the economic interests of the fur trade, directed from London by
the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBc). British, Scottish, French and, later,
Canadian and American fur traders operated in the West from the seven-
teenth century, forging working partnerships with aboriginal peoples.
Asan opening chapter in the history of European Canadian enterprise,
the fur trade started the Canadian narrative in the West, while U.S. his-
tory was generally written as starting with the British settlements at
Jamestown in 1607 and Plymouth in 1620, and moving west from the
Atlantic coast. Yet in U.S. histories, innovation, change, and the national
character wereall forged on the westward edges of an expanding nation.
In the traditional Canadian histories, innovation and development were
directed from metropolitan centres and authority rested in “central”
Canada (meaning southern Ontario and Quebec, or even more narrowly
the quadrangle of Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal, and Quebec City), which
was in turn governed by European markets and political allegiances.®

The histories of western settlement followed different timelines and
trajectories in Canada and the United States. Canada claimed its west-
ern territory later, gaining title in 1869 to the huge territory claimed by
the Hudson’s Bay Company. The new federal government created the
province of Manitoba in one corner of this territory in 1870, followed
in 1871 by the province of British Columbia. Most of the western U.S.
states were established by 1890, when an unbroken line of states lay
along the United States-Canada border. Not until 1905, when Alberta
and Saskatchewan were formed, was there an unbroken line of west-
ern provinces. The last U.S. territories to achieve statehood lay along the
southern border and outside the limits of the contiguous forty-eight
states: New Mexico and Arizona achieved statehood in 19125 Alaska and
Hawai'i in 1959. In Canada, north of the prairie provinces and British

Columbia, the Northwest Territories, the Yukon, and Nunavut retain
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territorial status.” The North, and not the West, has often defined the
frontiers of Canadian expansion and its limits.

Borders and regions also operate differently in our histories. U.S.
historians have paid more attention to the border with Mexico than to
the Canadian border, and a whole school of history has explored those
borderlands since the 1920s.* In popular U.S. imagination, the border
between Mexico and the United States separates Americans from darker
and poorer people who speak a different language; itappearsasa line of
culturaland social demarcation that coincides with national sovereignty.
In Canada, the U.S. border has marked national identity in similar ways,
functioning as a barrier against U.S. cultural and economic hegemony,
separating Canada and Canadian culture from the United States.’

The border between Canada and the United States was mapped in
several different stages, and then established through practice. Thomas
Jefferson originally suggested the 49th parallel as a northern boundary
of the Louisiana Purchase. In 1818, the United States negotiated with
Britain to establish the northern border at 49° north latitude as far west
as the crest of the Rocky Mountains. West of there, however, the Oregon
Country stretched from the northern border of Spanish/Mexican
California to the southern border of Russian Alaska at 54°40 north lati-
tude.” Britain and the United Statesagreed not to dispute the ownership
of this vast territory, but to share “joint occupation” and defer drawing
its boundaries. The joint occupation lasted from 1818 to 1846, a unique
arrangement in the history of North America.

In a messy stroke of timing, the question of who owned Oregon
resurfaced just before the United States entered a war with Mexico in
1846. The question was particularly messy because by the 1840s the
Pacific Northwest had become a complicated meeting ground. The joint
occupation had seemed a good idea at first because almost no Europeans
lived in Oregon Country anyway. But traders, missionaries, and farmers
soon eyed the territory. Home to many different native cultures, Oregon
Country became the westernmost outpost of the HBc fur trade empire.
Rival traders from the United States also moved into the region. The

first American missionaries arrived in the 1830s, and then, in the early
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1840s, Americans began heading west on the Oregon Trail to claim fer-
tile agricultural land in Oregon.

American expansionists advocated establishing the border at 54°40'
north latitude. Chanting “Fifty-four Forty or Fight,” they elected James
K.Polk president in 1844, and the new president quickly notified Britain
that he would not extend the joint occupation of Oregon country. But
despitehis supporters’ slogans, Polk could not fight a war on two fronts,
and so, as he prepared for war with Mexico, he quietly began diplomatic
negotiations with Britain. In June 1846, the United States and Britain
signed the Treaty of Oregon establishing the border west of the summit
of the Rocky Mountains at the 49th parallel, with a jog around the tip of
Vancouver Island to place it under British sovereignty.

The border between British North America and the United States
remained porous, and was not in fact surveyed, marked, or mapped for
many years. The North American Boundary Commission surveyed the
border west of the Rockies beginning in 1858. The portion of the border
from the Great Lakes to the Rockies was not mapped until 1872-1874.

The lines that divide nations raise questions central to this volume.
How do people’s individual histories, or the histories of daily social life,
connect with the histories of nation states? How do we link the histor-
ies of nations to the histories of cross-border migrations, to the people
and economies and ecologies that traverse national borders? How do
we respect the differences inscribed in national and social boundaries,
yet challenge the inequalities of power and privilege they also erect?
Crossing the boundaries of the national histories we know, like cross-
ing social or class or racial boundaries, involves entering unfamiliar
territory where all sorts of assumptions may be challenged, including
unexamined assumptions about gender, history, and the nations to
which we offerallegiance. Choosing to step across those lines means giv-
ing up the power of the familiar.

The “Unsettled Pasts” conference, and the articles that appear here,
build on a generation of scholarship that questioned the categories and
assumptions that wrote women out of history. Those assumptions priv-

ileged electionsand warfare over grassroots activism, public affairs over
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daily experience, powerful individuals over “ordinary” people. History
as a professional discipline developed with the rise of the nation state,
and until quite recently historians assumed that nations were the pri-
mary and proper subjects of history."

We want to emphasize, then, thatall of the categories of analysis used
in this volume are historically constructed. Gender, race, class, and
nations themselves have been understood and created in specific ways in
different times and places. They all involve social relationships, among
women and men, people who look different to one another, among cit-
izensof thesame country,among peoplewith unequalaccesstoresources
and to power. As with all relationships, the behaviors of the participants
change what happens,and what it means.

Thekey analytical concept for women’s historians is gender, which is
socially constructed depending on how different cultures imagine and
interpret differences between men and women. Gender roles are there-
fore historically and culturally specific, changing and changeable. For
example, in some American Indian cultures women were in charge of
the agricultural production and it was considered demeaning for men
to be involved. By contrast, in the Canadian West in the late nineteenth
century the highest form of white masculinity was to bea farmer, clearly
distinct from and superior to effete urbanites or “nomadic” Natives,and
women’s participation in such labour was considered inappropriate
except when absolutely necessary. In the American West at the same
time, a man who farmed would be considered manly, but perhaps less
masculine than a soldier or cowboy, precisely because he was more likely
to have a family, and thus to be more “tied down” and less a “rugged
individual.”

The word “race” is used to denote both a biological construct and a
cultural construct, a way of imagining differences in status and capacity
based on skin colour and physical appearance. Race operates socially
and historically as people assign meaning and construct power relation-
ships based on these perceived differences. First Nations and American
Indians, and people of African and Asian descent have, like women,

organized to challenge limiting legal and social constraints, and to alter
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perceptions of the meanings of race, thereby changing relationships of
power historically constructed among people of different “races.”

Even the physical and cultural inheritances often associated with
“race” have changed constantly in new historical circumstances.
Nowhere was this more evident than in the North American Wests,
where the first European immigrants were often overwhelmingly male.
On the resource frontiers that first drew European men in search of furs,
gold, or silver, an invasion of male newcomers interacted with native
peoples, entering into exchanges with native women that were intimate
and sexual as well as economic. Intimacy generated new peoples—
métis, mestiza/o, mulatto—for whom race was a messy and complex
process of historically defined identities, limits, and possibilities.”” The
complexity of race is illustrated by the acceptance of Métis as a distinct
identity in Canada, whereas in the United States, Métis became Indians,
Mestizo/as became Mexicans, and Mulattos were considered Black.

These racial terms raise cautionary flags to historians of our respect-
ive Wests. Racial and ethnic terminologies, like concepts of race and
ethnicity, are historically and culturally specific, and different termsare
appropriate for particular times and contexts in Canadian and U.S. his-
tory. In Canada, the preferred terms for native peoples are First Nations
or Aboriginals; in the United States, they are American Indians or Native
Americans. Because the United States did not recognize Métis as a cat-
egory, Métis who moved to the United States might be assigned a tribal
identity, and be considered, for instance, Turtle Mountain Chippewa.
In the United States, the terms Hispanic, Mexican, Spanish American,
Mexican American, Tejano/a, California/o, Chicana/o, and Mestizo/a may
refer to people of similar heritage; the terms have regionally and his-
torically specific connotations. This volume includes a range of terms
thatare historically and culturally appropriate, and both Canadian and
American spellings. We have elected not to edit authors’ terminology
or spelling preferences because the choices to use neighbour or neighbor,
labour or labor, Indian or Aboriginal will alert readers to cultural subtleties
and differences.

In contrast to gender and race, class in North America has been

more easily imagined as a social and a historical relationship, as many
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people were drawn here from other continents specifically to improve
their economic opportunities, and thus to alter their class status. Yet
transplanted class assumptions affected the policies that encouraged
western development, including the process of claiming and allocating
the land. A British system of class and inheritance that privileged the
eldest son in wealthy families sent many younger sons to the Canadian
West, to make their fortunes on large cattle ranches. In both countries,
land was allocated to homesteaders in 160-acre parcels, in exchange for
working the land and improving it for a specific period of time (three
years in Canada, five in the United States). But in the United States,
women could file for land in their own names if they were single or the
heads of families. The situation was much more restricted in Canada, a
reality that sparked a southward migration of Canadian women home-
steaders.” And while 160 acres might promise economic independence
for some women, those homesteads represented great losses for native
women. For them, the institution of reservations, reserves, and private
family homesteads meant the loss of communal gardens, hunting ter-
ritories, and of indigenous understandings of property, community,
and marriage. As these examples suggest, the processes of class forma-
tion throughout North America were always historically connected to
processes of national expansion and state formation that established rela-
tionships of raceand gender as well.

Just as women crossed the 49th parallel to claim homesteads, the
pulls and pressures of gender, poverty, or race prompted many other
back-and-forth migrations across the border.” Many Métis and Cree fled
south after the failed rebellion of 1885. Many African Americans fled to
Canada to escape slavery and racism. Many people came to western
North America fleeing poverty or religious persecution. Germans from
Russia, Mennonites, Doukhobors, Hutterites, and Jews all settled in the
North American West. They found somewhat different opportunities,
depending on when they migrated, what they fled, and where they set-
tled. Canadasometimes permitted the formation of a few ethnic colonies
called “bloc settlements,” while in the United States people could form

an ethnicenclave only by filing on adjacent quarter sections of land. The
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effects were somewhat different. Ethnic colonies preserved customs,
languages, and cultures, and deliberately kept their people isolated
fromother Canadianstoa greaterorlesser degree. The U.S. policy under-
mined ethnic cultures and often isolated immigrants from others who
shared their background, while supporting greater assimilation. As
these few examples illustrate, national policies and the border itself par-
ticipated in the process of creating specific western communities and
possibilities for women and men of different races, classes, religions,
and national origins.

The social and cultural complexity of the North American Wests
prompts us, too, to voice our regret that this volume does not represent
the full diversity of western people and their pasts. No volume could.
This book reflects the state of a field in its infancy, and its silences and
omissions should be noted as calls for future research and scholar-
ship. No articles follow the histories of First Nations or Indian women
much beyond the fur trade. The racial and cultural diversity of neither
West is fully represented in these pages. There is no attention to twen-
tieth-century migrations, to the differences in immigration policies
and foreign policies that attracted immigrants from the Netherlands,
Poland, Germany, India, China, Vietnam, Chile, Mexico, El Salvador,
Lebanon, or Irag—to name some of the origins of recent immigrants—
to either the Canadian or U.S. Wests. Nor is there sufficient attention
paid to what the West offered women of different sexualities, or about
relationships among women of different classes and cultures. There is
much more to be done. For starters, we need to incorporate the histor-
ies of native women throughout our historical narratives, so that they
do not appear as barriers to be overcome by colonial expansion who
then fade from the narrative. We need to envision the history of social
relationships always from the multiple perspectives of the people who
enacted them.

International migrations, differences in local economies, class and
race, gender and nationality—all this complexity makes the history of
the North American West much richer, much messier, and much more

interesting. We have only just begun to consider what regions themselves
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might mean when constructed from women’s particular perspectives,
and what national identity meant for all the various women who settled
the U.S. and Canadian Wests. Did the West look different viewed from a
sod house or earth lodge than it did astride a hunter’shorse, or behind a
plow? Did it look different from the perspectives of a miner toiling
underground and the boarding house keeper who prepared his lunch
bucket? What do the West Coast and the Great Plains have in common?
What social boundaries, what geographies might map different people’s
Wests?

Thesearehuge questions and this volume does not pretend toanswer
them. We do, however, map some of the lines that have distinguished
women’s lives throughout western North America and some of the terri-
tory that some women shared. We chronicle some of the stories of how
women helped draw the lines that divide people and nations, and initi-
ated other efforts to bridge them. This volume takes a significant first
step toward framing important questions and comparisons.

The articles address a series of topics. We begin with two essays by
the editors of this volume, which originated as plenary addresses at the
“Unsettled Pasts” conference and that frame some of the challenges
and promises of transborder histories. In Section Two, two “founding
mothers” of western women’s history, Susan Armitage and Sylvia Van
Kirk, imagine how the history of one transnational region, encompass-
ing the states of Oregon and Washington and the province of British
Columbia, might be written from the perspectives of gender and race.
In Section Three, Jean Barman, Molly Rozum, and Joan Jensen address
how the stories of individual western women are embedded in particu-
lar western places,and how theirstories in turn mightalter the stories of
their Wests. In Section Four, Helen Raptis and Margaret Jacobs explore
how women educators worked to push the boundaries of race, using
one of the few accepted professions for women as an arena for social
activism. In Section Five, Char Smith, Nora Faires, and Cheryl Foggo
explore the very different experiences of three very different groups of
women who immigrated across the 49th parallel: prostitutes, wealthy

American women of Calgary’s business elite, and African Canadians.
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Next, in Section Six, Laurie Mercier and Cynthia Loch-Drake explore
class through the experiences of women who were involved, as workers
and as wives, with the International Union of Mine, Mill and Smelter
Workers, a union that played a significant role in both Canada and the
United States. Finally, in Section Seven, professors Margaret Walsh and
Mary Murphy discuss the challenges they have faced and the strategies
they have employed in England and the United States to teach the com-
parative history of women in the Canadian and U.S. Wests. Each section
is preceded by a brief introduction that suggests conceptual and com-
parative issues.

One Step Over the Line is just that: a first step across the line that has
divided the histories of women in the Canadian and U.S. Wests. These
articles takea giant first step to begin exploring what links and separates
our histories, as women of different races, sexualities, classes, and back-
grounds; as Canadians and Americans. We are stepping into unfamiliar

territory. We cannot build bridges across unmapped divides.
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SECTION ONE

TALKING BORDERS

THE ESSAYS IN THIS SECTION identify challenges that his-
torians encounter when theystepacross the bordersof nationalhistories.
Women’s historians have long pushed another set of historical bound-
aries, the social boundaries of gender that have made women’s options
and histories different from men’s, and those of race, class, and sexual-
ities that have created inequalities among women who sharea common
citizenship. National and social boundaries have combined to marginal-
ize most people from history. Histories of nations have often focused on
the exploits of public leaders and powerful citizens, thus reinforcing
social inequalities by making people with less public power historically
invisible—among them poor people, workers, women, gay men, les-
bians, bisexuals, transgendered individuals, and colonized peoples.
Here, Elizabeth Jameson and Sheila McManus probe a similar process
by which people who live outside a known national past become invis-
ibleand unconnected.

Both essays originated as plenary addresses at the “Unsettled Pasts”
conference. From the different perspectives of Canadian and U.S. hist-

oryand of twoacademicgenerations, they explore the placesthat women



have occupied in the U.S. and Canadian Wests, and in the histories of
each nation. Each essay reflects its author’s training in national history;
each is informed by similar experiences of border crossing.

Elizabeth Jameson opened the conference. A more senior (or at least
older) U.S. historian, her essay draws upon her own research, her experi-
ence asan American living and teaching in Canada, and a generation of
historicalscholarshiponwomenin the(mostly U.S.)West.SheilaMcManus
led off on the second day. A Canadian, McManus has lived in the United
States as the first post-doctoral fellow at Yale University’s Howard R.
Lamar Center for the Study of Frontiers and Borders. Her article speaks
from the perspective of a younger generation of historians who have
pioneered in comparative and borderlands scholarship; it draws from
her own research on gender in the Alberta-Montana borderlands.’ Both
articles explore the challenges and promises of transnational histories
and their potential to disrupt inherited histories. The similarities and
differences in theauthors’ perspectives provide an apt introduction to the
subtleties, nuances, and textures of women’s histories in the Canadian
and U.S. Wests.

Jameson and McManus articulated a number of common assump-
tions: that women have been marginalized in the national and regional
histories of both the United States and Canadaj; that it is important to
investigate western women’s experiences in both nations comparatively,
without assuming commonalities or differences; that both mundane
daily experience and state policies shape women’s experiences and hist-
ories; and that historians’ training and personal experiences affect the
histories we record. Recognizing the complexities of gender, race, class,
sexuality,and otherhistorically constructed identities, each author probes
the difference a national border has made for the many women of the
Canadian and U.S. Wests.

Comparing how the West and the international border have operated
in Canadian and U.S. imagination, and in separate national historical
narratives, Jameson examines the assumptions of national and public
histories that have marginalized and isolated women. She examines one

source, thediary of Mary Dodge Woodward, a relatively privileged white
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widow who worked on a Dakota bonanza farm in the 1880s, to illustrate
how the women of the North American West have been isolated from
oneanotherand from “mainstream”histories. Woodward’s diary becomes
a lens that refracts assumptions about class, race, domesticity, women’s
roles, about what history is and who makes it, and about western settle-
ment itself. All of these assumptions separated women of different races,
classes, and nations, and separated women from the public world of
written history. Woodward’s diary clarifies, too, how national history
and nationalist assumptions erected borders among people who lived
onoppositesides of the 49th parallel. The challenge, and the promise, is
to reimagine history from the lived experiences of women for whom
neither nationality nor gender exhausted the complexities of social net-
works or personal identity.

McManus takes the power of historical imagination as her starting
point. “Women’s historians have always unsettled the past,” she begins.
“It is what we do.” History becomes more complex and richer as women
areadded, and particularly as they are added to narratives of the North
American West, a region that has long been seen as “quintessentially
male.” Acknowledging a generation of scholarship that has emphasized
differences of race and class, McManus notes that western women’s his-
torians have been more reluctant to cross the line of the nation stateand
explore national differences.

McManus does not hesitate to take that step. One of the few histor-
ians to date who has examined the Canada-U.S. border from a gendered
perspective, she probes what the border meant for women of different
races and classes, focusing on theaboriginal, black, and white women of
the Alberta-Montana borderlands, and on how assumptions about race
and gender were embedded in the process of nation building. McManus
concludesthatbordersmatterdifferentlyfordifferentwomen,depending
on social status, and on whether women are multiply marginalized by
virtue of race, religion, or sexuality. Gender and race become powerful
tools to unsettle the assumptions of power and privilege that have been
fundamental in national histories and national territorial ambitions.

The challenge, McManus cautions, is to be aware of our own nationalist
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assumptions. She warns against assuming similarity in women’s experi-
ences across social or national borderlines, and against assuming that
the history of any nation is unique, or “normal.”

Both authors write from personal experiences of border crossing.
McManus, a Canadian, spent the 2001-2002 academic year at Yale
University. Jameson ends with a personal postscript from the same per-
iod, reflecting on the significance of the international border and of
national identity for her, as an American living in Canada, during and
immediately after the attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon
on September 11, 2o01. Implicitly and explicitly, both authors’ personal
experiences of border crossing have informed their historical analyses,
and their awareness of the barriers borders have erected. They suggest,
too, how powerfully history can transform the meanings of national
and social boundaries, and how fragile and contingent those meanings

can be.

NOTE

1. Sheila McManus, “Mapping the Alberta-Montana Borderlands: Race, Ethnicity and
Gender in the Late Nineteenth Century,” Journal of American Ethnic History 20 (2001):
71-87;
49th Parallel, 1862—1900,” Agricultural History 73 (1999): 168—82; The Line Which Separates:

s

Their Own Country’: Race, Gender, Landscape, and Colonization Around the

Race, Gender, and the Making of the Alberta-Montana Borderlands (Lincoln: University of

Nebraska Press, 2005).

4 OneStep Over the Line



CONNECTING WOMEN’S WESTS

ELIZABETH JAMESON

PROLOGUE

FOR OVER A QUARTER OF A CENTURY, L 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 oneanother? Was it different beinga 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 isembed-
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 myadult life 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, asan American, representing those differences. And I have begun,
Thope, tolearna bit of Canadian deferenceand 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—just to reassure the people around me that the boundaries are
still intact. So if I 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 Iam 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 have lived in the Canadian and 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 peopleat 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 LoneStar, 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.
Heapproaches 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.” [“A very respected leader.”] E1 Rey leans overand drawsa linein
the dirt with a Coke bottle. “Step across this line,” he says. “Ay, que
milagrol” [“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
bitovera century sincea Boundary Commission drew the lineacross the
continent. People, not nature, created the differences on cither side of
that line.

The peopleI 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. I read her

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

* %k

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-cight-year-
old widowed mother of five, stood at herkitchen window peering through
the spyglass she used to view the outside world. Through it she could see
the electric light 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

2

without their dinneror 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 thestereopticon, two virtuallyidentical imagesona card focused
to forma 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
government gaverailroadstocapitalizewestward 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,

»9

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 wercehired 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 atage 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 livearound 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
armyso near us. Riel’shalf 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

»1s

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, shesaid, was “a great civilizer, for besides
helping to subjugate the troublesome red man, it has helped build up

»ie

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’san 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; butIam 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
Under British 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.”

Herspyglass did not allow her to seeinto the future, oras faras 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 herhusband, Abe, and their nine children neara 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 Territoryand 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 firmdomestic center 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, Tknew very little. But Iliked her challenge: “I grew indignantasI
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 writeitfrom theirsideof thefence.”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

228

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 mythichistories 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 theyhad neighbors, communities, and the support of other women.
The frontier organization of western history texts glorifiesa 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
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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 itas 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

Connecting the Women's Wests 17



history,a goal toward which we continue to strive.” Multicultural histor-
ieshave begun to map the ways that raceand gender jointly constructed,
in Sarah Carter’swonderful phrase, the “categoriesand 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
minersand 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 Creck 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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It is 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 werea
quarter century ago, but they are usually slotted into existing plots of
frontierand 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 isa 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 statesand 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, 1didn’t think about the fact
that Canada had entered the war in 1914 while the United States did not
declarewar until1917,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 asnations. 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
shearrived.

It is very hard to bring into common focus the histories of a placeand
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. T 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
havenotyet been 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

20 ELIZABETH JAMESON



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 PROLOGUE. I end with a personal post-
script about how history shapes borderlands and the significance of
borders.I1assumed 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 AmericanIam.

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, 2001.1 was madly trying to edit
anessayaboutwomen in thenineteenth-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 ishugthem. So if youneed to see your son, come on over.” AsI drove
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-
everIthought Tknew about bordersand national identities was shifting
around measIspoke.Ileft the classroom more drained than at any time
in almost thirty years of teaching,and then I 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 Salt Lake City Olympics.Ididn’t crywhen the Canadian
menagain beat the 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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UN PASTS,
UN BORDERS

Women, Wests, Nations

SHEILA McMANUS

WOMEN’S HISTORIANS have always unsettled the past. It is
what we do. Narratives of the past that have been written to appear
smooth and linear look a lot bumpier, more colourful and complex,
after women’s historians get their hands on them. This is perhaps most
true when we look at thehistory of the North American West. The region
haslong been coded as quintessentially and exclusively male. The popu-
lar narratives of the American West have been and remain rather more
“butch” than those of Canada, with much emphasis placed on famous
explorers like Lewis and Clark, doomed soldiers like General Custer,
cowboys and Indians, yeomen pioneers, and the violence of western col-
onization. The popular histories of the Canadian West highlight David
Thompson, Louis Riel, the Great March of the North West Mounted

Police, and a peaceful, law-and-order settlement.’ Yet, as historians are
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beginning to point out, these two Wests have a great deal in common,
not the least of which isa primary narrative of white male penetration,
exploration, and development. They share, for example, the symbolism
of the transcontinental railroads conquering “empty” lands that had
been passively waiting to play their part in teleological and nationalist
narratives about brave white men. And one way or another, whites
quickly assumed the dominant role over the Aboriginal groups of both
Wests.

Thanks to three decades of outstanding scholarship in western
women’s history, the North American West is now seen to containa wide
range of overlapping stories that extend far beyond those about what
manly white men were doing on any given day. These historians have
established that there was never just one West on either side of the bor-
der:therewerealways multiple Wests, multiplewomen’s Wests, multiple
sites of identity, conflict,and community building.” Our work has always
been about crossing lines and resisting earlier historiographical cat-
egories, because the women we writeabout crossed lines of space, nation,
race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. Even native women, for whom
what non-Aboriginal scholars call “the West” has been home for thou-
sands of years, have had to confront, live through, and challenge the
colonizers’ categories and demarcations.”’

Yet the one line we have generally avoided crossing is that of the
nation state, particularly the boundary between Canada and the United
States. The border between the United States and Mexico has estab-
lished a place in the historiography of North American women, as much
for its racialization as its significance within the past and current polit-
ical dynamic of the United States. Mexican Americans are recognized as
a “visible minority” in the United States, while Canadians in the United
States and Americans in Canada are, for the most part, invisible and
unacknowledged minorities.* We see the U.S.-Mexico border as a bor-
der,a border with a contested and artificial past and present, because so
much of it is demarcated with razor wire, watch towers, and men with
guns.Our eyes are drawn to it, which then makes it easier to look beyond

it to the thus-clearly-demarcated Other side. By contrast, the Canada-
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U.S. border is nearly three times as long but lacks the razor wire and
watch towers, although it does now have the men with guns. Its history
has not been racialized, and at the level of popular consciousness it often
seems to disappear asa borderaltogether.

The 49th parallelisalinethat western women’s historians have taken
very seriously; the border has fundamentally shaped the contours of our
scholarship, bifurcating it into studies of what women have done in the
“Canadian West” and what they have done in the “American West.” In
particular, wehavesituated ourstudies withina region called “the West”
without challenging the nationalist category this assumes: one only has
a “West” when one also has an “East,” and thus a larger nation has to
exist for a region called “the West” to exist. We have then proceeded to
ask how race, ethnicity, class, and sexuality have intersected with gender
within that pre-existing and unexamined spatial category. Historians of
the women’s West have in fact been historians of either the Canadian
women’s West or the American women’s West, the terrain already shaped
by each nation’s narratives about its own, supposedly unique, West. One
key problem with halting our studies and stories at the 49th parallel is
that in doing so we are assuming that the line meant the same thing to
the women we write about as it means to us. We know where the borders
between the political entities called Canada and the United States would
eventually wind up, we know what those borders have come to mean in
today’s geopolitical landscape, and so we proceed (quite anachronistic-
ally for historians) as if those borders were always there and had always
had those meanings. Western historians have always implicitly dealt in
borderlands because we pay attention to the places where two or more
cultures, races, and classes “edge each other” on the same territory, but
we have not yet embraced the national political border as an analytical
concept. Borders are malleable, historical constructions that come to
shape what happens within their limits.

Most Canadian and American women’s historians have paid little
attention to national political borders, and most Canadian-American
borderlandsscholarshave paid littleattention to gender.” Thishashelped

create a surprisingly reactionary reification of borders as gender-less, as
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something to do with politicsand nationsand economics and little to do
with the kinds of analysis that social historians have been developing
for decades. And yet the two kinds of scholarship actually go together
quite nicely.” As described by Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldda in her
landmark 1987 book, Borderlands/La Frontera, “Borders are set up to define
the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from them. A bor-
derisadividingline,a narrow stripalongasteep edge. A borderland isa
vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an
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unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition.” Her work
specifically addresses the U.S.-Mexico border, but her insights about the
nature of borders and how they are expected to work are equally applic-
able elsewhere. Given the un-settling work women’s historians are
already experienced with and the historiographical borders our field
has erased, the groundlessness of the borderlands ought to feel like fam-
iliar territory.

So, say we do step across that line—what do we see? Women’s histor-
ians already accustomed to the different impact of race, ethnicity, class,
and sexuality on women will not be surprised to discover that political
borders mean different things to different women depending on the
nature of their other relationships with the state. One characteristic of
the modern nation state is the way in which it manages the people who
live within its borders, categorizing and privileging individuals and
groupsaccording to their class, racial and ethnic background, language,
gender, and sexuality, as well as where they live and what kinds of work
they do. Michel Foucault, for example, has noted that the idea of “popu-
lation” as a “technique of power” emerged in western Europe in the
eighteenth century, coinciding with what Benedict Anderson has called

»1o0

“the dawn of the age of nationalism....”* By developing into modern
nation states in the nineteenth century, the United States and Canada
took for granted their right to manage their populations as a tool for
managing their borders. There were (and are) two very different nation-
states at work in the North American West, but official assumptions
abouttheintersectingusesof raceand gender demonstrate some marked
similarities. Western women’s historians are well-suited to analyze those

differences and similarities.
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To the largest and most marginalized group of women in the North
American West, the border could make a world of difference at the same
time as it meant nothing at all. Across the continent Aboriginal women
have shared the experiences of disease, poverty, violence, and a stag-
gering loss of land and resources. The legacy of their dispossession can
be seen to this day. For Aboriginal nations, the creation of Euro-North
American nations and their artificial borders was one of many proofs of
the colonization of the continent, but those borders affected Aboriginal
women differently than they did Aboriginal men and other women.

Anzaldua has called the U.S.-Mexico border a “1,950 mile-long open
wound / dividing a pueblo, a culture, / running down the length of my
body.”" A similar wound runs through the land from the Lake of the
Woods to the Rocky Mountains, through the homelands of the Pikani,
Kainai, Cree, and Lakota. Two examples highlight the impact of the 49th
parallel on the lives and bodies of Aboriginal women across the north-
ern Great Plains. The most familiar distinction the Canada-U.S. border
created is that Canadian Indian legislation specifically defined “Indian-
ness” as male: it excluded women who married non-native men and
included non-native women who married native men. An Aboriginal
woman who found herself on the north side of the 49th parallel after
1876 discovered that her identity, rights, home, culture, and final resting
place depended on her marital status and the racial category of her hus-
band.”The United States did not havea clear legal definition of who was
an Indian, and it developed a “blood quotient” system instead, so most
(although certainly not all) Aboriginal women who married white men
south of the line could continue to live on the reservation along with
their white husbands. The governments’ concerns about the morality
of relationships between native women and white men thus played out
differently on each side of the line. In Montana, for example, officials
worried about the degradation of white manhood and the economic
and political consequences that were thought to ensue when white
men chose to live with Indian women on what was left of Indian land.
Authorities wanted to force these men to marry the women they lived
with to salvage some veneer of what the authorities considered respect-

ability.” In Alberta the law forced native women to leave their homes
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and communities if they married white men, yet branded as “prosti-
tutes” native women who left the reserve on their own.” The Indian Act
also unintentionally perpetuated Aboriginal women’s older colonial
role as intermediaries between their home communities and the white
newcomers. For example, during the 1885 Rebellion in Canada’s North-
West, in which a small group of Métis, First Nations, and whites in what
is now Saskatchewan tried to start an uprising against the Canadian
government, a Siksika woman named Pokemi, who was living off the
reserve with her white husband, informed her white neighbours in
southern Alberta of the steps the Canadian government was taking to
keep theBlackfoot from getting involved in the hostilities. She thus pro-
vided some much-needed reassurance for the frightened whites.”

Aless familiar example of the impact of the creation of the border is
the way it drastically reduced the mobility of Aboriginal women faster
and more completely than it did for Aboriginal men. Before there was
any such thing as a Canada-U.S. border along the 49th parallel, families
and bands of the buffalo-hunting cultures of the northern Great Plains
followed a seasonal route from one hunting camp to another. For many
bands of the Blackfoot nations, this involved crossing and re-crossing
the future line of the border. During the closing decades of the nine-
teenth century, as Canada and the United States struggled to make the
border into a meaningful demarcation and make Aboriginal commun-
ities hold still on their reserves and reservations, Aboriginal women had
fewer opportunities to continue to move through their traditional ter-
ritories. Unlike young men who continued their horse raids across the
line (frustrating white officials in both countries) or who could escape
across the line to relatives to avoid charges related to the raids, the real-
ity of the borderas a barrier was brought home more quickly for women
whose mobility, economic activities, and gender roles were more con-
strained. Flouting the line became a gender-specific activity.™

Women did find ways to resist the localized attempts to limit their
mobility, however. For example, Father Lacombe, the Catholic priest
who ran the federal government’s industrial school near High River,

Alberta, spent most of his July 1885 report urging the government to
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allow the school to forcibly remove children from the reserves and keep
them at school because the parents “seem determined not to give up
their younger children, unless compelled to do so.” Even when the
school had managed to take in some children, he wrote, “the squaws—
their mothers—camehere a month or so afterwards, and demanded their
children, pretending they were taken away without their consent.””
Similar remarks do not appear in the reports from Montana, where the
government’s schools were deliberately placed close to children’s homes
to encourage attendance—a stark contrast with the explicit policy of
separation pursued by the Canadian government. Aboriginal women
were the largest group of women in the West, and the encroachment of
the Canadian and American nation states produced a depressingly simi-
larlegacy of poverty and marginalization. However, these examples from
the Blackfoot demonstrate that there were distinct inflections of race,
gender,and sexuality,and distinct opportunities for resistance, on either
side of the line.

Black women were one of the smallest groups of women in the West
and confronted an official framework of racism and marginalization,
but the border seems to have offered them some powerful opportun-
ities. The 1880 census of Choteau County, Montana, counted only two
“colored” women, compared to sixteen men, and the Canadian census of
1885 indicated that there were only four people of “African origin” in
southern Alberta, but did not specify gender.” Black women confronted
identical racial slurs and the same menial spaces in the colonial econ-
omy no matter what side of the border they were on. May Flanagan
remembered a black midwife in early Fort Benton, Montana, whom she
called “old Aunt Leah” in her memoirs.” Similarly, Mary Inderwick of
southern Alberta wrote in an 1884 letter that she had started sending her
laundry to an “aristocratic Auntie” in Pincher Creek.” Calling these
women “Auntie” was a way of reinforcing their menial, racialized status
as support staff to white settler communities, and it highlights the way
racist stereotypes and labels could and did cross borders: Flanagan’s text
linked the black woman’s presence and usefulness to the birth of one of

the first white babies in the area, born to prominent local and cross-
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border businessman George Baker, while the woman in Pincher Creek
saved Inderwick from having to do her own laundry.

Black women did not passively play along with the racial hierarchies
of the dayany more than Aboriginal women did,and at least one woman
attempted to use the border to claim a powerful new identity. The same
letter from Inderwick gives another view of the “aristocratic Auntie” in
Pincher Creek: Inderwick notes that the woman “boasts that sheand the
Police Commissioner’s wife were the first white ladies to arrive in the
country.” Inderwick’s racialized representation of the woman does not
match the representation the woman claims for herself. The woman says
she is “white” and a “lady,” thus claiming a place in the colonial narra-
tive of southern Alberta; Inderwick says she is “coloured” and calls her
“Auntie,” thus removing her from that narrative. It is likely that she was
American-born and, presumably, had a light skin colour, and con-
sequently seized a chance to redefine her own identity after crossing the
border into Canada. Her occupation would have been sufficient evidence
for the rest of the town to agree with Inderwick, because a black woman
was far more likely than a white woman to take in other people’s laun-
dry in the nineteenth-century West. It is equally clear, however, that the
woman did not let others’ perceptions change her self-identification.

White women were neither the largest nor the smallest group of
women in the North American West, but they are certainly the most
studied. Although they were highly privileged by virtue of their racial
category, their gender meant that they had different relationships with
the state than white men, and different relationships with the Canadian
and American governments. The familiar example of this difference is
that of land policy. The homestead provisions of the 1872 Canadian
Dominion Lands Act were initially open to single women, mirroring the
1862 American Homestead Act. In 1876 however, the same year in which
the consolidated Indian Act entrenched Indian-ness as male, the
Canadian government amended the Dominion Lands Act to specifically
bar single women.” Whereas in the United States single women made
up from 5 to 15 per cent of all homestead entries before 1900and “proved

up” at similar or better rates,” single women in Canada had no such
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access to the west’s single biggest resource. Rather paradoxically, at the
same time as Canada was limiting women’s access to western land, the
government was actively trying to recruit white women to settle the
West, while the United States gave little thought to white women immi-
grantsasanythingother thananadministrative problem.” Immigration
officials in western Canada explicitly stated that white women were
needed to help settle the west by marrying white men and having white
babies, to forestall the “problems” that arose from the offspring of
Aboriginal women and white men. The most explicit statement of this
attitude came from Immigration Agent William Grahame in 1879, while
he was stationed at Duluth, Minnesota. He noted that Canada needed to
be doing more to attract “a good healthy class of domestic servants” to
come to the North-West. Not only was it difficult to get a good domestic
in the west, and young women could make more money in Winnipeg
than in Montrealasa result, but theyalso would not have to stay in those
jobs for very long. Women were guaranteed to find “good comfortable
homes in the future” because “so many of our young Canadian farmers
are settling alone in the North-West, and are compelled to lead a bach-
elor’slife, or inter-marry with the Indian women, while the introduction
of anumber of good healthy young women into the Province and North-
West, would have a tendency to elevate the morals of our young men,
who would be very ready to embrace all the responsibilities of matri-
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mony, were it possible to find good helpmates.”* But these differences
between Canadian and American approaches to white women were at
the level of official policies and perceptions. On the ground, only one
clear difference is evident in the writing of white women in the Alberta-
Montana borderlands in the late nineteenth century: most of the
American women, writing in the 1860s to the 1880s, were afraid of local
native peoples, and few of the Canadian women, writing in the 1880s,
expressed a similar fear. Carolyn Abbott Tyler, for example, was part of
the Fisk Expedition that came from Minnesota up the Missouri River
and then travelled west of Fort Benton in 1862. She wrote in her diary on
September 10 that “every one thankful that Blackfeet had gone to their

own country.” The whites were told by a local Indian agent not to winter
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in the valley of the Teton River because “it was claimed by all tribes as
neutralground”asashort-cut to get to the buffalohunt,and theassump-
tion was that a group of white people would be too much of a target if
they were camped in the way.” Mary Douglas Gibson wrote of her first
trip from Minneapolis to Fort Benton in 1882 that “the river was so low
it was impossible to navigate at night, so we were anchored in mid-
stream for greater safety from Indians as well as less danger from
running aground.” When her group decided to travel the last section
overland, she remembered that they “were obliged to travel very slowly
for the officers had to remain with their men who were walking, because
of possible attacks from the Indians.”

This anxiety isabsent from the personal papers of the Canadian writ-
ers. There was no legacy of so-called “Indian Wars” as there was in the
American West, and after the numbered treaties of the 1870s and before
the 1885 Rebellion, Canada’s national discourse around plains peoples
rested on the assumption that they had been contained on their reserva-
tions.” In1883forexample, Mary Inderwick passed through Swift Current,
Saskatchewan, and wrote in her diary that there were “Indians by the
million,” but being outnumbered did not seem to worry her. Upon her
arrival in Calgary two days later, she wrote that the town was “very nice
but it isa village of tents and framed in Indians and squaws in plenty.”*
Even numerous and highly-visible native peoples were merely a back-
drop for her own journey.

The North-West Rebellion of 1885 was the only moment when whites
in southern Alberta expressed the same kind of general fear of native
peoples that was more common among whites in northern Montana.
The rebellion was the main topic in twelve-year-old Julia Short’s diary
in late March and early April of that year. Her family had a ranch south
of Calgary on the Highwood River. The three Blackfoot nations (the
Siksika, Kainai, and Pikani) did not participate in the uprising, but
Short’s diary portrays a white community fraught with tension none-
theless. In her reminiscence she wrote that “for a few weeks the settlers
all through the West lived in a state of terror. A big Indian Reserve lay to

the east of us, two more Reserves were not far south, and there was the
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chance that at any time they, or scattered bands of unruly young Indian
Braves from these tribes, might sweep through the country, spreading
death and destruction.” The Canadian government increased the food
rations to the Blackfoot, and Short wrote that “this did much to calm
and discourage any would-be aspirations to regain the territory given
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over to the white race.”” It is her reminiscence that mentions the efforts
of the Siksika woman Pokemi, discussed earlier, to inform and reassure
the whites.

While these different reactions to local Aboriginal people might serve
to reinforce the traditional stereotypes of the “wild” American West and
the “peaceful” Canadian West, the shared elements in white women’s
writing, such as their reactions to western landscapes and their efforts
to construct familiar communities, are more common. These elements
draw attention to the similarities between the American and Canadian
colonial processes, and the privileges those processes conferred on Euro-
North Americans.

White women north and south of the line often used remarkably
similar language when writing about their perceptions of and reactions
to the landscape of the borderlands. American and Canadian writers
generally admired or were even awestruck by the dramatic landscapes
created by the open spaces and Rocky Mountains. For example, in 1878
Alma Coffin Kirkpatrick travelled with her two sisters up the Missouri
River to Fort Benton and then overland to the mining camp in south-
western Montana where their father worked. She wrote in her diary on
August 7,1878, “I know now why people love the West. The beauty and
grandeur of themountains, rocksand trees, canyonsand dashing streams!
The vast landscapes revealed in the clear atmosphere are beyond all
description.” A few years later she “tried to analyze the lure of the far
west; itswonderfulatmosphereso clear that thedistant mountainsappear
near; the air so keen and invigorating, inspiring one to large undertak-
ings...our valleys surrounded by mountain ranges that never appear
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twice the same....”* In Julia Short Asher’s reminiscence of her family’s
journey from Selkirk, Manitoba, to High River, Alberta, in 1884, she

wrote that the views improved considerably once her family made it to
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the foothills of southern Alberta: “ahead of us were low rolling hillsand
shallow ravines covered with green grass and quantities of beautiful
prairie flowers.” The Rocky Mountains seemed “close at hand...a great
wallof white peaks with wide masses of dark green at their feet. Streamers
of this green ran up in uneven stretches to fill and overflow the ravines,
while the higher peaks towered above the timberline in their everlast-
ing snow-crowned glory. Never had we seen such beauty and we thrilled
with the joy of it.”*

A second similarity in the personal writings of white women in the
borderlands was their efforts to create new communities for themselves
through contact with other local white women. In northern Montana in
the1870s, for example, Lucy Stocking wrote in her diary on June 29,1871,
that prominent Fort Benton merchant Conrad Baker and his daughter
had called at her ranch.”” And no sooner had Alma Coffin Kirkpatrick
arrived in Fort Benton in July 1878 than she accompanied a “Captain
Haney” on visits to three (presumably white) families. She wrote that
“the ladies were at home and very agreeable. Their houses are small, but
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prettilyfurnished.Onelady played and sangforus,charmingly.”* Similarly,
Mary Inderwick’s 1884 diary indicates that, although their numbers
were small, she managed to visit other women in her area on a regular
basis. For example, during a two-weck period she records at least three
such visits. On January 24, she and “Mrs. M went to see Mrs. Battles.
Think her very nice and nice baby.” On January 29 they headed to the
Kainai Reserve for dinner with the minister and his wife, Reverend and
Mrs Trivett,and had lunch at “Mrs. Bourne’s” on the way. And on February
8 she wrote “Mr. & Mrs. Geddes here for coal—stayed about half an hour
and I enjoyed it—She is so nice....”**

Unlike native women, whose different relationships with the two
federal governments meant that the border and its nationalist mean-
ings were enforced morestrictly in their daily lives, white women’s racial
privilege seems to have allowed them to pay infrequentattention to the
border and the nationalist identities it was supposed to instil. White
women were permitted to cross the border, but if Sadye Wolfe Drew’s

experiences can be taken as an indication of the relationship white
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women had with the border, crossing the line had little nationalist mean-
ing. Sadye was ten years old in the summer of 1893 when her family
crossed the line twice, first heading to Alberta to homestead and then
returning to the United States. They took the train from Shelby, Montana,
to Lethbridge, Alberta, and decades later she recalled that “When we
came to the line between Canada and the States the customs officers
went thru our things. My aunt had twin babies and there naturally was
a bag of soiled diapers and when the officials came to that they didn’t
look any further.” The family returned to the States a few months later
after the Alberta homestead proved to bea bust, and this time when they
arrived at the line the officers “wouldn’t let us take our Indian pony
across unless dad paid $40. He didn’t have much money and besides he
paid only $5 for the pony and could buy another for a lot less than $40.
We kids were heart broken to have to give her up as we had enjoyed her
so much.”* The Canadian and American governments wanted the bor-
der to mean something in nationalist terms, as evidenced by the early
presence of customs officers, but for Drew it was remembered as dirty
diapers and the loss of a beloved pony.

So when and how do borders matter to women? Do the gender and
racial norms of a time and place reinforce or undercut the process of
nation-building? Are women’s experiences fundamentally shaped by
the political boundaries within which those experiences take place? The
answer, it seems, is yes and no, and depends on a woman’s place within
the political and social economies of colonization and citizenship and
thehistorical specificity of her relationship toa particular border. Borders
appear to have the biggest impact on a woman’s experiences when she
occupies an additional category (be it racial or ethnic or religious or sex-
ual)that is already marginalized by the nation state in which she resides
or to which she is trying to gain entry. Yet it is clear that in other ways
borders matter far less to women than they do to patriarchal nation-
states, for which legitimacy through territorial control is a powerful
concern. Nations are made and unmade at their borders, not in their
heartlands, because a nation begins as a territorial claim. Whatever

national identities and values are presumed to rest in the heartland,
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whatever the heartland can take for granted as the “truth” about itself,
must beimagined and defended first and most explicitly at the edges of
the nation. It is at a nation’s borders that the real or imaginary defence
against whatever is on the other side of the line takes place. Heartlands
can only become the ideological centre of the nation if national borders
aredoing their work, because heartlands can only exist when their edges
are clearly delineated. And recent scholarship has shown that states rely
heavilyon genderand raceas border-making and nation-making tools.*
Nations and nationalism have always been and are still about defining
who is in and who is out, who belongs and who does not, and the goals
and experiences of women and people of colour have little place in that
project. Genderand racecan thereforealsobe powerful toolsforunmaking
those nations and unsettling those borders, by throwing into question
the taken-for-granted, essentialized, and normalized meaningsascribed
to nations and their borders. This is an important project for feminist
borderlands scholars if we want to continue redrawing the past or hope
to shape the future with women’s diverse experiences at the centre.

But the past three decades of writing in western women’s history also
makes two cautions appropriate. First, we cannot assume that there will
be similarities in women’s experiences across a borderline just because
they are women. Assuming the existence of an essential category of
“women” is as problematic asassuming the existence of an essential cat-
egory of “nation.” We must continue to pay attention, and possibly pay
even more attention, to the different effects of race, class, gender, and
sexuality on women’s lives and experiences on different sides of a bor-
der. Women’s historians already know, for example, that statements
that may be trueabout white women or heterosexual women may not be
true for black or Aboriginal women or lesbians. The same caution needs
to be exercised when discussing the experiences of women living on dif-
ferent sides of a national border, particularly a border in a time that is
not our own and one that might not yet have the meanings we auto-
maticallyand unconsciouslyascribe toit.Itis easy toassume, for example,
that white, heterosexual, middle-class women will havea lot in common

no matter which side of a border they are living on. A borderlands

42 SHEILA McMANUS



analysis, however, might reveal that even this highly-privileged com-
bination of race, class, and sexuality will have its own subtle and unique
inflections on the other side of a border. Then again, it might not, and
either way the questions need to be asked and the answers are worth
pondering.

The second caution is that historiographical exceptionalism, the
assumption that the history of one country is more unique than the his-
tory of another country and yet can, simultaneously, be taken asa norm
for other countries, has no place in borderlands scholarship. American
historians have grappled for decades with the temptation of “American
exceptionalism,” and Canadian historians, particularly those who are
stillinvested in thestereotype that the “peaceful, law-abiding” Canadian
West was superior to the “wild, violent” American West, need to resist
the same temptation. A unique contribution that borderlands scholar-
ship can make to larger national historiographies is to highlight the
similarities between different histories and to note more closely actual
differences. As the most mythologized region within each national nar-
rative, thehistory of the North American West standsto gaina significant
new depth and nuance from a more careful study of its many borders.

There is no doubt that western women’s historians will continue to
un-settle the past, even if the past we are writing about deals with the
European settlement of the North American West. Just as an inclusive
women’s history continues to challenge our understanding of the hist-
ory of the West, so too will these multiple histories challenge what we
think we know about the histories of nations and the meanings of
nationalism. We should not avoid asking why we think “our” West stops
orstartsatanational border. We cannot know if, when, how, or why bor-
ders matter to women unless weare willing to step across that line. And,

asalways when one is in the West, watch where you step.

NOTES

1. This stereotypical dichotomy was neatly captured by the title of a com parative course
taught at the University of Calgary by Elizabeth Jameson and Sarah Carter in the fall of
2001 called “Mild West, Wild West?” Similarly, it can be seen in the title of One West Two
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SECTION TWO

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 androcentricand 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
what regionsthemselves—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 isand 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 War I,
some U.S. scholars, like Herbert Heaton and Paul Sharp, also began to
mapa 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.

Thetwoarticles in thissection 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.

Armitageambitiouslyaskshowagendered perspectivewould 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 partsof 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 attentionon theseintimaterelationshipsbetween 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
thefurtradetothe eraof 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 considerablesocialand 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 thearrival 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
explainhow they cameinto the countryand 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.

NOTES
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MAKING CON  TIONS

Gender, Race, and Place in Oregon Country

SUSAN ARMITAGE

IN AN ARRESTING IMA G E inLegacyof Conquest,PatriciaLimerick
suggests that the West has always been a “meeting ground of peoples.™
The early nineteenth-century Pacific Northwest was such a meeting
ground. Home to three distinct native cultures that anthropologists
today call the Northwest Coast, Plateau, and Great Basin peoples, by the
1820s theregion wasalso the westernmost outpostof the British Hudson’s
Bay Company (HBc)fur-trade empire. Two decades later, it was the edenic
agricultural destination of the American pioneers who made their way
west on the Oregon Trail in the 1840s.

Oregon Country, as it was known, stretched from the Pacific Coast
to the continental divide in what is now western Montana, and from
the northern border of Mexican California to the southern boundary of
Russian Alaska at 54°40". With the exception of this northern boundary,
which issimplyaline ona map, the other boundaries of Oregon Country

roughly conformed to natural geographical contours. Oregon Country
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was jointly occupied by the United States and Britain from 1818 to 1846,
a situation unique in North American history. At first, joint occupancy
worked because the region seemed remote and useless, but as the fur
trade moved west across Canada and as the United States expanded its
continental ambitions, Oregon Country became increasingly interesting
to both nations. In the 1840s, uncertainty about the future status of the
region created a situation in which all three resident groups—native
peoples, European fur traders, and American farmers—vied for ascend-
ancy. The political story of the struggle between the American settlers
and Dr John McLoughlin, HBC chief factor at Fort Vancouver, has been
told and retold,” but the social and cultural story of the encounters
among the three groups has not. I want to look at the Oregon Countryat
this moment when the “meeting ground of peoples” was most obvious
and to suggest new ways to look at region and regional identity that
bring women and gender to the centers of these “meeting grounds.”
Environmental historian Donald Worster offers a deceptively sim-
ple description of how to think about the notion of region: “What the
regional historian should first want to know is how a people or peoples
acquired a place and, then, how they perceived and tried to make use of
it.”* We know that perceptions and usages are gendered; we also need
to understand that they are not solely individual. Worster speaks of “a
people or peoples” who were implicitly connected to each other by kin-
ship or by a common outlook. The significance of these networks has
been clearly articulated by Montana writer Deirdre McNamer: “I never
set out to deliberately de-mythologize the West but...when you try to
make your characters real and layered and tied to other lives in other
places—your work has the inevitable effect of dismantling the myth of
the West as the home of heroic, loner white guys moving through an

»4

unpeopled and uncomplicated place.” McNamer’s comment adds to
Worster’s definition the recognition that people do not exist alone but
in social networks, and that we must take the various forms of these
networks into account as we consider their experience on a particular
“meeting ground,” just as we consider the factors of race, gender, and
nationality. Armed with these insights, we can ask, “How did people live

in this place—Oregon Country—and how did they perceive it?”
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Beginning, as we always should, with indigenous peoples, one is
immediately struck by their variety and the perils of generalization.
Nevertheless,whetherspeakingof theindigenous peoplesof the Northwest
Coast, the Columbia Plateau, or the Great Basin, we can recognize every-
wheretheimportanceof deep collectivetiestotheir particularhomelands.
There were good reasons for this. Because each people derived all their
food and shelter from it, where they lived was the most important fact of
their lives, equaled only by the importance of their kin group, for no sin-
gle person could survive long alone. How the group asa whole made use
of itsenvironment determined the survival of everyone. Thus the coastal
Indians like the Tillamook in the south and the Tlingit in the north
lived off the richness of the sea, supplemented by greens and berries
gathered in the summers. Many coastal peoples were impressive seafar-
ers, who often traveled long distances in huge ocean-going canoes. In
the vast inland drainage area of the Columbia River, Plateau tribes like
the Chinook and the Yakama who lived along the river depended on sal-
mon, augmented by roots, berries, and hunting; groups situated in the
interior of the territory, like the Okanagan, gathered and hunted more
intensively. To the south and east, aboriginal peoples in the Great Basin,
like the Shoshone, hunted and gathered, surviving in apparently inhos-
pitable arid terrain.

The environment affected social structure directly. Some coastal
groups, like the Tsimshian and Haida, were famously rich, trading with
and raiding other groups for slaves who remained a permanent, heredi-
tary subgroup of the capturing tribe. Because the environment was so
rich in food, slavery allowed coastal peoples to devote their energies to
creating an elaborate and stratified social structure, a rich ceremonial
life, and elaborate arts. Other native peoples on less hospitable terrain
were more egalitarian foragers who devoted almost all of their efforts to
food gathering; one such tribe, the North Paiutes of the Great Basin,
appeared to be so incessant in their gathering of roots and berries that
Americans derisively called them “Diggers.”

Familiarity with the land was gendered in obvious ways. Male hunt-
ers knew certain territories and the behavior of the animals that

populated them, and male fishermen knew the ways of the salmon that
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made their way up the rivers. Women knew how to fillet and dry the sal-
mon and other fish, and they knew where to dig and gather the roots
and berries that could provide 60 per cent of the group’s diet. Each sex
respected the expertise of the other; their knowledges were comple-
mentary, they would have said, and both essential to the whole. Or at
least this was the ideal. Of course, real life was much more complicated,
and every indigenous group made its own adjustments based upon the
environment, circumstances, and individual personalities. But the gen-
dered division of labor, and the gendered expertise that sustained it,
remained a basic aspect of indigenous life.”

The relationship that each group had with the land went beyond
detailed geographic familiarity. Their tie to place was spiritual and col-
lective. Each particular North American Indian group identified itself
and its place by telling stories about physical landmarks, animals, and
other local phenomena. The Nez Perce of present-day northern Idaho
still point to the rock they call “the heart of the monster” and tell the
story of how Coyote bested him. The Clallum people, on the other hand,
tell a tale that describes Mount St Helens as Loo-wit, a beautiful woman
who turned herself into a mountain to escape the courtship of two jeal-
ous chiefs, Wyeast, now Mount Hood, and Klickitat, who became Mount
Adams. Even after they became mountains, the chiefs continued to quar-
rel: “They caused sheets of flame to burst forth, and they hurled hot rocks
at each other.” (It seems that Loo-wit got the last word when she “blew
her top” in 1980!°) These stories about specific places—these ties—were
constantly being remade as the stories were passed from one generation
to the next or when told to the group on special occasions. Storytelling,
too, was gendered: male leaders told or performed stories at ceremonial
gatherings, while grandmothers told stories to their grandchildren
informally. Everyone knew these stories, and they also knew the appro-
priate circumstances in which to tell them and, in the telling, to call up
the group history of the place. Thus these places, and these stories, were
alive with both collective and personal meanings. As Native American
poetand writer Leslie Marmon Silko explains, “This perspective on nar-

rative—of storywithinstory, theidea thatonestoryisonly thebeginning
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of many stories and the sense that stories never truly end—represents
an important contribution of Native American cultures to the English

»9

language.” By entering the story, one simultaneously entered intoa col-
lective and ongoing connection with place. This was the powerful
connection between oral tradition and the aboriginal link to the home-
land. These ties—living, renewable expressions of group and individual
consciousness—were at the heart of indigenous life.

Most native peoples spent their lives within their known tribal areas,
simply because that was where their livelihood and kin were. Trading
and raiding were the major exceptions. Coastal peoples traveled far to
trade with others and to raid for captives to augment their supply of
slaves. Women were prominent in both activities: they were sharp and
shrewd traders, and they were also the most likely captives of male raid-
ing parties. Plateau and Great Basin peoples had customary seasonal
rounds of gathering and hunting. Once horses became available in the
17208, Plateau groups like the Nez Perce madeyearly trips over the Rocky
Mountains to hunt buffaloand fight, when necessary, with more eastern
tribes, such as the Blackfoot, who objected to incursions into their terri-
tory. Some Great Basin groups, such as the Shoshone, became full-time
buffalo hunters themselves. In addition, there were recognized trade
rendezvous points, the greatest of which was at Ceililo Falls on the
Columbia River, which drew peoplesand goods from far along the Pacific
Coast and from as far as 1,000 miles [1,609 km] inland.”

As far as we know, until European contact, indigenous peoples did
not have a concept of race: that is, of another, essentially different kind
of human. They certainly recognized, however, different cultures, and
they had to decide whether or not to treat other groups as potential kin
or as foes. Communication among groups led to some blurring of tribal
lines, for there was considerableintermarriage, especiallyamongPlateau
peoples—so much so that one anthropologist described the region as a
“vast kinship web.”" Perhaps we can postulate that the people within
this kinship web had a shared sense of regional identity, but this may be
an inappropriately modern concept. We do know that widespread kin-

ship ties facilitated the spread of European diseases. The first smallpox
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epidemicreached the region in the1770s, carried by trade networks long
beforeany physical European presence; the second outbreak occurred in
1802. Combined, these two epidemics are estimated to have killed at
least half of the indigenous population.” Thus kinship, a fundamental
pillar of native life, was weakened. With vastly reduced numbers, their
use of the land must have changed as well.

Nevertheless, ties to place survived the first period of white-indigen-
ous contact during the fur trade that dominated western North America
until the 1840s. In the vast sweep of territory called Rupert’s Land, in
what is now western Canada, indigenous ways of lifeand connections to
the land survived because the European fur trade depended on native
people; traders did not deliberately or directly challenge aboriginal
peoples, nor did they force them to leave their traditional homelands.
This does not mean that Europeans did not racialize native peoples. As
Alexandra Harmon points out in her insightful study of cultural con-
tacts in the Puget Sound area, Indians in the Making, Europeans used the
generic term Indian to refer toall the groups they encountered and relied
on the general strategies for dealing with them that had developed over
the two-century span of the fur trade. Although not unaware of cultural
differences among aboriginal groups, fur traders rarely paid much
attention to the details unless they affected trade itself.”

Thefurtrappers and tradersassociated with the Britishand Canadian
fur trade were the second distinct group to enter Oregon Country in the
first decade of the nineteenth century. The most striking fact about these
fur traders was the arrangement they made with native peoples, which
rested on sexual and familial relationships between European traders
and native women. European men deliberately used marriage with
native women as a means to gain entry into the indigenous group with
whom they traded. By entering into marriage alliances on native terms,
the traders accommodated themselves to indigenous cultures and cus-
toms, not the other way around. Sylvia Van Kirk insists that these
marriages, “after the fashion of the country,” were “the fundamental social
relationship through which a fur trade society developed.”™ Here is a

striking example of a gendered cross-racial social network—a
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connection—that persisted over time because it served the needs of both
parties. Practiced over several generations, these marriages created not
only cross-racial kinship links, but a distinctive, mixed-race people, the
Métis, who formed their own communities in the Red River settlement
in present-day Manitoba and elsewhere.”

The Hudson’s Bay Company became a major force in Oregon Country
in 1824, when Dr John McLoughlin was put in charge of what the HBC
called the Columbia District. Establishing Fort Vancouver on the Columbia
River (near present-day Portland) as his base in 1825, McLoughlin
remained in charge of the district until 1845. From Fort Vancouver he
directed fur brigades that operated from San Francisco Bay north to the
border of Russian Alaska, for the district the HBC called New Caledonia
(present-day British Columbia) was soon added to McLoughlin’s com-
mand.Inotherwords,allof Oregon Countrywasin his purview. McLoughlin
was not a settler. He was a trader and exploiter. He viewed the land pri-
marily in terms of its fur-bearing capacity. This required, McLoughlin
asserted, being on good terms with the indigenous groups of the region.
Heexplained, “We trade furs, [and] none can hunt fur bearing animals],]
or afford to sell them cheaper, than Indians. It is therefore clearly our
interest,as it is unquestionably our duty, to be on good terms with them...
particularly when the disparity of numbers is so great as to show but one
white man to 200 Indians.”"

Inaddition to the fur trade, McLoughlin was deeply involved in agri-
culture, an occupation usually associated with permanent settlement.
However, McLoughlin’s initial aim was simple survival: Fort Vancouver
could not survive on the uncertain food supply that was supposed to
come on the once-yearly ship from England. McLoughlin established at
Fort Vancouver, and later at Cowlitzand other fur posts, extensive farm-
ingand dairying operations that provisioned all the HBc employeesand,
after 1839, the Russian America Company in Sitka, Alaska, as well. He
also created a brisk trade in lumber and foodstuffs with Hawai’i.
McLoughlin, a trader to his core, moved rapidly from subsistence to
commercialagriculture,and heachieved thisona scale not to bematched

in the region until the twentieth century. In 1839, there were 1,200 acres
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under cultivation, producing wheat, oats, barley, peas, potatoes, other
vegetables, and fruits; additional acreage provided pasture for cattle,
pigs,and sheep. Historian James Gibson says that the agricultural work-
force was composed of natives, Hawai'ians, and French Canadians, but
he does not specify their gender. Because the fort produced large quanti-
ties of butter and cheese, we can speculate that some employees were
women. The British regarded dairying as women’s work, even though
the effort to import a British woman as dairy manager failed. She disap-
proved of mixed-race marriages and insisted on returning to England.”

Indeed, except for the brief sojourns of the dairy managerand of the
equally disapproving wife of a British clergyman, all the women at Fort
Vancouver were native or Métis. In 1845, most of the approximately zoo
male HBC “servants,” themselves a mixture of Indian, French-Canadian,
Métis, and Hawai'ians, were married “after the fashion of the country”
to native women. The majority of the women were coastal Chinook (a
number of whom brought their slaves with them), while the rest were
from other coastal or plateau tribes. We can assume that these women
(and, or, their slaves) worked alongside their husbands in the fur trade,
and perhaps in agriculture, although HBC officials regarded natives as
“lazy” workers.”

Marguerite McLoughlin and Amelia Douglas, wives, respectively, of
the Chief Factor and his assistant, James Douglas, were Métis. Their
lives, although luxurious by local standards, were much more restricted
than those of the native women who clustered around Fort Vancouver.
The male-dominated fur trade was organized in military fashion, with
strict discipline and rigid adherence to rank and status, complemented
by homosocial male rituals, a prime example of which was the all-male
officers mess. An 1839 visitor, Thomas Farnham, left us a vivid word por-
trait of McLoughlin standing at the twenty-foot [six meter| table in the
Big House, “directing the gentlemen and guests to their places accord-
ing to rank,” while his wife and children, who also lived in the house,
remained secluded. Indeed, Marguerite McLoughlin, Amelia Douglas,
and their female children seem to have spent most of their time in seclu-

sion, except when horseback riding, at which both women excelled.”
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Aside from this limitation, the most serious concern of these elite
Métis women must have been the future of their children. Although
fathers in these elite fur-trade marriages often arranged extensive and
expensive schooling for their sons, Sylvia Van Kirk argues elsewhere in
this volume that Métis daughters, not sons, had a greater likelihood of
operating effectively in white society. Perhaps this was true because racial
categoriestightened with theadvent of whitesettlers, who wereexcluded
from Rupert’s Land until the 1830s. But it seems equally plausible that
marriage, “after the fashion of the country,” which had begun in mutual-
ity, was reshaped over time at the elite level to serve the needs of the
British officer ranks. Métis daughters of HBC officials were obvious part-
ners for the young European men who made up the officer class, and
they were trained by their native or Métis mothers for this position.*
But British officers moving into the territory did not bring daughters
with them, nor would they have happily married them to Métis men.
Race and gender operated within a class system that privileged the
social, sexual, and material desires of white men.

The Hudson’s Bay Company was a far-flung but closely-knit social
network. It appears that the identification of officers and “servants” was
not grounded in a particular place but in the trade itself, which func-
tioned by ignoring racial distinctions that prevailed elsewhere. But
while these distinctions were ignored within the trade, the racial assump-
tions of the Imperial homelands were not transformed. Nothing showed
thedistinctiveness of the HBc more than the dilemma officers faced when
they retired: they could choose to retire to Montreal or to England, but
because of European racial prejudice, they could not comfortably bring
their Métis wives and children with them. Some men abandoned their
“country” families, but a surprising number, John McLoughlin among
them, retired where they were. McLoughlin, who retired in 1845, was
following the example of a number of former HBC employees who, with
their Indian wives, were the first settlers in the agriculturally rich
Willamette Valley of Oregon in the 1820s. Here, then, was a multiracial
social network of men, linked by kinship and common work histories,

who chose in retirement to become settlers—subsistence farmers—in a
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favorable location. McLoughlin himself, true to his trader background,
opened a store.

The third players in the Northwest “meeting ground of peoples”
were Americans. Methodist missionaryJason Leearrived in theWillamette
Valley in 1834, and although he did little farming and even less mission-
ary work, hedid play a major role in publicizing the agricultural potential
of the valley to Americans. In the 1830s other missionaries arrived, the
most famous of whom were Marcus and Narcissa Whitman, who settled
near present-day Walla Walla. They, too, struggled as missionaries, and
gradually diverted most of their attention into recruiting American set-
tlers to the region.”

American settlers began to arrive in numbers via the Oregon Trail in
the early 1840s—100 in 1842, over 900 in 1843,and even more in theyears
to follow. These people differed markedly from the HBC officers and ser-
vants: they were family groups, they were farmers, and they intended to
stay. Many were instantly suspicious of McLoughlin, for he represented
Britain, against whom many Americans harbored colonial resentments
dating back to the Revolutionary War. In reality, many settlers owed
their survival to him, for as the exhausted and desperate condition of
the pioneers became apparent, McLoughlin began the yearly practice of
sending rescue parties back along the trail, providing boats for the trip
down the Columbia River from The Dalles to Portland, and providing
food, medical treatment, and temporary employment once they arrived
at Fort Vancouver.”

The epic journey over the 2,000-mile [3,219 km| long Oregon Trail
has been described, analyzed, and explained at length by many histor-
ians, but in the end a mystery still remains: why did so many ill-prepared
people undertake such a dangerous journey?” In the early years, the
journey west on the Oregon Trail was a much more terrible ordeal than
upbeat retrospective accounts have led us to believe. At least in the early
years, those who arrived in Oregon were stripped of their material
wealth, their physical health, and their emotional reserves.* Families
were fortunate to survive the journey without the death of at least one

relative. Humans are resilient and most people recovered in time, but it
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may be that the very difficulty of their journey led the American pion-
eers (as they called themselves) to stake their claim to the land—still
jointly occupied by Britain and the United States—with special fierceness.

In his memoir Traplines, Idaho writer John Rember describes how his
family claimed their land by deliberately obliterating traces of earlier
occupation, marking it as their own, as if to insist that they were the first
to live there. Much later, Rember tried to reconstruct the lives of the
family that had lived there previously, only to be defeated by his own
family’s successful efforts at obliteration.” There isa metaphor here: the
Oregon Trail pioneers, the Johnny-come-latelies to the Northwest,
asserted their claim with particular vehemence, and they prevailed in
part because of sheer numbers and in part because of diplomatic deter-
minations decided far from Oregon. Much to the disappointment of
McLoughlin and other HBC officers, who had hoped for a division at the
Columbia River, the boundary was set at the 49th parallel, with a dip to
allow British occupation of Vancouver Island and to provide access to
Puget Sound. The HBC formally transferred the headquarters of its
Northwest operations to Fort Victoria on Vancouver Island, and it
appointed James Douglas, McLoughlin’s long-time assistant, to head it.
By 1850, the HBC’s control over the lower half of what had been Oregon
Country was over.

The group that suffered most as a result of this changeover was not
the HBC, but thelocal indigenous groups with whom the HBchad always
cultivated friendly relations. The American settlers had no such sociable
inclinations. Most Americans had been taught to be both suspicious and
contemptuous of “Indians,” although few had ever had much contact
with them until their overland journey.* At first there were few prob-
lems, because the tribes that occupied the Willamette Valley had been so
devastated by disease that they could not resist white occupation. But
the larger and stronger tribes to the East—the Cayuse, the Yakama, the
Nez Perce—were increasingly alarmed at the size of the annual Oregon
Trail migrations. These fears, coupled with their anger over the differ-
ential effects of disease—whites sickened but survived, while natives
died—exploded in the killing of the Whitmans and thirteen others by
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Cayuse Indians in 1847. In the American retribution that followed, the
Cayuse were the first native group in Oregon Country to be formally
deprived of all of their land, which was promptly opened for white
settlement.” Separation from the land, or confinement to only a small
portion of the traditional homeland, was to be the fate of all of Oregon
Country’s surviving native groups. Throughout the region, sporadic
warfare, much of it vicious, occurred from 1847 to 1877 as different tribal
groups tried desperately to resist white encroachment.” Devastated by
disease, often separated from their lands and traditional livelihoods,
native peoples were regarded as inferior by whites and were subjected to
relentless pressure to conform to European cultural standards rather
than their own.” North and south of the new border, it was official and
deliberate policy, in the name of “civilization,” to deprive indigenous
peoples of their identities, which had once been so firmly rooted in kin-
ship and place. A racial border between whites and Indians existed that
had not been there before.

The Oregon Trail pioneers were primarily farmers: they had a pas-
sion—indeed, one mightsaya greed—for land that made them markedly
different from those who had lived in the region before them. Many
genuinely believed that the nomadic ways of the “Indians” (as they gen-
erically called them) represented an improper use of land that ought
properly to be owned and cultivated.” Yet historian Peter Boag cautions
us not to view these early settlers simply as rapacious conquerors. In his
environmental study of pioneers ina part of the Willamette Valley, Boag
highlights an enlightening contrast: while nomadic Indians obtained
what they needed from many ecosystems, the settled nature of Euro-
American agriculture required settlers to search with “painstaking” care
for a single piece of land that would supply wood and water, grazing
land for stock, and well-drained land for crops. Although settlers were
attracted to the broad valley bottoms of the area, they rapidly discovered
that this land was too wet to farm without drainage. They therefore
chosedrierland at the base of the foothills, where their basicneeds could
be met. As Boag says, “In daily activities...carliest settlers developed an
intimate connection with the foothills, though they also looked to the
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plains as the future.
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At the very moment when settlers were adjusting to a new climate
and new land conditions, they were already planningahead to the broad
pastoral plains of the future, once they had the time and resources to
begin draining the bottomland. Boag tells us that within fifty years the
goal was achieved: the foothills were left behind, and large farms, com-
munities, industries, infrastructure, and connections with the wider
world were established on the plains. With this shift, he says, came a
change of attitude: “The settlers had once considered the landscape to
be in some ways separate from humans,and in many ways something on
which humans depended; over time, though, the landscape increasingly
became just the object of utilitarian desires and economic demand.””
American settlers began, then, in a state of dependence on nature not so
different from that of the natives they displaced, although in the set-
tlers’ case much more shallowly rooted because so recent. But because
they brought with them a pastoral vision of the land, the settlers worked
hard to create that vision, and in so doing they came to believe they had
control over the land.

If there were ever a group of people whose “lives were tied to other
lives in other places,” to use McNamer’s phrase, it was these migrants.
Tied by kinship and custom to the places they left behind, migrants
brought their old ways to their new homes, where they faced the chal-
lenge of adapting old practices to new circumstances. As much as
possible, they tried to replicate old ways rather than invent new ones.
The Oregon pioneers followed this rule in agriculture and elsewhere. It
isnosurprise to learn, then, that the first provisional government set up
by scttlers in 1843 was modeled on laws found in Organic Laws of the State
of Towa, the one law book the settlers had brought with them.”

It may be more surprising to learn that Oregon pioneers followed
the most common pattern of migration, known as chain migration, in
which people move to join kin or members of their original commu-
nities. Most people assume that the celebrated Oregon Trail migrants
of the 1840s were individuals or nuclear families. They are mistaken.
Lillian Schlissel, in Women’s Diaries of the Westward Journey,™ points to evi-
dence of many multigenerational families in the Oregon migration.

William Bowen’s demographic study of carly settlement, The Willamette
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Valley, confirms Schlissel’s observation. Bowen’s careful study of the
1850 census shows a clear pattern of “clustering” in rural neighbor-
hoods based on kinship or place of origin. Even with the sketchy sources
available, Bowen found that at least 45 per cent of Willamette Valley
households had blood ties in 1850. Bowen claimed that other social
ties—religious, fraternal, business, neighborhood ties—all of which he
terms “clan” relationships, were also present and significant. Bowen’s
estimate is almost certainly low, because there is no means, based on the
census alone, to identify kinship ties between sisters who took differ-
ent last names when they married. Nevertheless, from the census data
Bowen was able to clearly distinguish two kinds of settlement: “one, a
rural frontier characterized by clans of westerners; the other, an urban
frontier drawing its members disproportionately from the ranks of
unmarried men from the Northeast or abroad.”

Just as had been true on earlier frontiers and in the fur trade, this
demographic pattern meant that the quickest way for an unmarried
man to get ahead was to marry the daughter of an established family,
thereby gaining access to the family network.” Fundamentally, then,
just as marriage “according to the custom of the country” was the basic
institution of the fur trade, so too did marriage knit the pioneers into
community in the Oregon of the 1840s. The vital connection of marriage
was epitomized by a novel land policy: the 1850 Donation Land Claim
Act, which confirmed the land use policies informally in use since the
early 1840s. Preceding the Homestead Act by twelve years, the Donation
Land Law was the first U.S. law to offer settlers free land—and lots of it.
Every white male citizen over the age of 18 who had arrived in Oregon
before December 1, 1851 (later extended to 1855) could claim 320 acres
for himself; remarkably, his wife could claim another 320 acres in her
own name. By the time the law expired in 1855 nearly 7,500 successful
claims to 2.5 million acres of land (which required residence on the land
and cultivation for four years) had been filed.”

There were several novel aspects of the Donation Land Claim Act.
First, contrary to official policy, it confirmed the homestead claims of
the pioneers before the U.S. government signed any Indian treaties.

Second, the law established whiteness as the norm: only white male
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citizens and their wives could claim land, thereby excluding native,
black, and Hawai'ian men from doing so; in a shrewd political conces-
sion, however, the law allowed retired HBC employees, including Métis
men, to claim land if they renounced their British citizenship. Third,
the law made a direct link between legally-recognized marriage and
land ownership. It excluded all marriages that existed “according to the
custom of the country” and other, looser forms of sexual relationships
that were still common between European men and native women
throughout Oregon Country. By demanding a marriage certificate, the
law made European-style marriage, almost always between two white
people, the norm. Thus it was a crucial tool in replicating American
norms on what was now American soil.

Finally, the period of the Donation Land Law’s enactment was the
only period in the history of U.S. land law when married women were
ableto claimland in theirown name. Thelater, more famous, Homestead
Act allowed single women and widows to file, but not married women.
Historians have tended to favor the sentimental explanation that law-
makers wished to acknowledge the role women had played in the
Oregon migration, but the truth is surely more prosaic. By restricting
the claim to married women, the Donation Land Law had the effect of
increasing the “family” (read male) claim to land without increasing
female autonomy. In fact, anecdotal evidence indicates the law caused a
spate of marriages between adult males and girls as young as twelve or
thirteen. The unbalanced sex ratio would have put pressure on young
women in any case; whether or not this pressure was exacerbated by the
Donation Land Law has not been studied by demographers.”

How did the pioneers come to think of Oregon as home? While it is
certainly true that the Oregon Trail settlers regarded their very presence
as proof that Oregon should belong to the United States, it took longer—
perhaps several generations—for a sense of personal connection to
establish itself and to create a genuine sense of regional identity. That
personal connection was based, more than anything else, on familiarity
with the geographic and natural characteristics of the particular place.
But regional identification goes beyond this to include a sense of con-

gruity with the ways of similar people with whom one shares a place.
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The Oregon Trail pioneers achieved that sense of congruity rapidly, by
sheer force of numbers and by establishing familiar institutions and
legal forms, all aided by vociferous American nationalism. In the process
they displaced and racialized the indigenous people, and they allowed
themselves to imagine a “white” community that ignored the continu-
ing reality of cross-race sexual relationships throughout the rest of the
nineteenth century.”

In thenorthern part of Oregon Country, regional identity was harder
toachieve,and a very different history followed. The region that we now
know as British Columbia began as a fur-trade society, which was
destabilized by the Fraser River gold rush of 1858. Throughout the rest
of the nineteenth century, it remained an uneasy hybrid of miners and
traders, with a racially mixed population on whom British authorities
sought to impose the patterns and behaviors of a white settler society.”

Under the direction of Chief Factor James Douglas, after 1848 the Hec
reconstituted its headquarters at Fort Victoria on Vancouver Island, re-
established its agricultural enterprises, and provided a locus around
which retired company “servants” could settle—while all the while con-
tinuing to direct the fur brigades that pursued their trade throughout
the New Caledonia region. The census of 1855 showed the success of
these efforts, recording 200 non-native inhabitants of the fort and vil-
lage, 350 onnearbyfarms,and anotheriso in thesettlement of Nanaimo.
With the exception of a few occupants of HBc fur forts, there were no
Europeans on the mainland; there were, however, between 300,000 to
400,000 native inhabitants.”

This was the customary fur-trade situation: vastly outnumbered by
the native population, HBc officials limited their contact with them to
trade and did not interfere in tribal affairs. Personal behavior common
to the fur trade continued: European men continued the practice of
making marriages with native women “according to the custom of the
country.” The “society” that grew up around Fort Victoria was led by a
fur-tradeelite made up of European men and their Métis wives and chil-
dren. But in the 1850s, the vocal presence of British missionaries and
other “civilizers” injected a new note of race consciousness, and elite

Métis children became subject to special scrutiny. As Sylvia Van Kirk’s
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article in this volume shows, all Métis daughters survived this scrutiny
and married European men. But Métis sons, whom their fathers had
sought to educate to become professional men, failed to join the white
elite. In subsequent generations, the color bar was raised further, and
the elite of the territory became all white (or claimed they were). This
result conforms to a worldwide colonial pattern recently discerned by
feminist scholars. As Ann Stoler explains, “it was not the progeny of
[mixed race| unions who were problematic, but the possibility that they
might be recognized as legitimate heirs to a European inheritance.”*
Because under British law women could neither inherit nor own prop-
erty, female Métis progeny were acceptable in ways that their brothers
were not. At the same time, another double standard continued to flour-
ish: native women were objects of sexual desire for European men, while
the reverse, the potential for native men to be sexual partners for
European women, was impermissible.

In 1858 the fur-trade society was overwhelmed when gold was discov-
ered along the Fraser River. Within a year, the mainland population had
swelled to 30,000, composed largely of American men. The Fraser River
gold rush reverberated throughout the region that had made up the
undivided Oregon Country. Large armed parties of men traveled over-
land through parts of what is now eastern Washington and British
Columbia on their way to the Fraser River mining camps. These would-
be miners were imbued with what Daniel Marshall calls the “California
mining culture,” comprising equally the desire for gold and hostility
toward native peoples. As these overland parties moved north, they
often shot natives on sight and raided native villages for food, thereby
provoking the Indian wars of 1858 in Washington Territory and the
miner-native skirmishes known as the Fraser River War of the same
year.” In the Fraser River, Marshall claims the ultimate result was “a typ-
ical California landscape segregated by race and ethnicity, an extension
of the American West, and one in which native peoples were quickly
compartmentalized and reduced to a matrix of Indian reserves.”*

We must question whether the violence unleashed by the miners
during the California gold rush can be attributed solely to their nation-

ality or to the California location. It is more plausible to look to their

Making Connections 71



actions rather than their national origin as a cause. After all, gold min-
ing was the ultimate extractive industry: miners did not care about the
land, only about the gold it might contain, and everywhere in the world
that gold miners gathered, they left damaged landscapes and tailings
behind. Although individual miners might live in tidy houses and plant
gardens, the sheer numbers involved in gold rushes damaged the land
and overwhelmed native populations, usually violently. This gold rush
result was a worldwide phenomenon and cannot be blamed solely on
the California gold rush and, or, American propensities toward violence.”

The miners’ nationality notwithstanding, missionaries and other
British spokesmen regarded the homosocial culture of the large groups
of male miners clustered along the lower Fraser River and further north,
at Cariboo, with deep suspicion. It was not natural, they argued, for so
many men to live without the influence of good women—for indeed,
almost all the women in the mining camps were prostitutes. Territorial
authorities were doubtless greatly relieved when the mines played out
in the 1860s and most of the miners returned to the United States or
moved on to gold strikes elsewhere.*

What worried British officials in 1858 was the ease with which
American miners crossed the border. In reality, many of the miners were
recent Cornish, Scottish, or Irish immigrants to the United States, and
they scarcely regarded themselves as “American.” They were just follow-
ingthegold.Nevertheless,fearingthe possibilityof Americanannexation,
the British government moved quickly to create the British colony of
British Columbia, uniting Vancouver Island and the mainland under
the governorship of James Douglas, who retired from the HBc to take
the position.” Thus in a political sense, the European inhabitants of the
new British Columbia found their initial regional identity in a deter-
mination not to be American. In a social sense, the gold rush upset the
equilibrium of fur-trade society and forced the authorities to consider
other ways to make British Columbia viable. Their answers were deeply
gendered.

Onesolution wasto find ways to control thenative population, which,

although decimated by disease, was much larger than the number of
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Europeans or Americans. British authorities granted missionaries and
Indian agents authority to reshape native life. Marriage was an insti-
tution of great interest to them. Not only did missionaries regard
customary HBC marriages “according to the custom of the country” as
illicit, they insisted that all unions, native as well as mixed-race, conform
to European standards of monogamy and longevity.” The missionaries
correctly believed that the terms of marriage represented particular
kinds of gender relations, and they were determined that those terms
would be European rather than native. We might call it marriage “not
according to the custom of the country.” This attack on native gender
relations may be taken to symbolize the end of the fur-trade era and the
beginnings of full-blown colonialism. The effects of this policy were to
discourage interracial marriage and to segregate the native population.
As Adele Perry explains, as long as European and native populations
were joined in marriage or in short-term sexual liaisons, “imperial visions
of orderly, white communities buttressed by distant and quiescent First
Nations populations” remained out of reach.”

What missionary efforts did not do, at least initially, was to curb the
migrations of native peoples across the international border. John Lutz
tells us that beginning in the 1850s, coastal peoples from as far north as
theTlingit, in the Alaskan panhandle, to those in the south on Vancouver
Island and the adjacent mainland began the practice of annual migra-
tions to Victoria, the lower Fraser Valley,and to Puget Sound. They went
fora reason new to them: wage work—the men worked in the mills, the
women as domestic servants or as sex trade workers, often cohabiting
with white men for the summer, and then returning to their homelands
in the fall. But they also migrated for traditional reasons, namely to
gather wealth and slaves to continue their customary potlatches. Lutz
estimates that in 1885, as many as six thousand native people made the
annual migration to Puget Sound.”

Here, then, is a significant rationale for the massive missionary inter-
ference in native cultures: the prohibition of the potlatch and other
native customs was regarded as theonly way to force “Canadian Indians”

to stay at home. Missionaries and Indian agents imposed European
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cultural standards in an effort to shape the regional identity of British
Columbia, but other steps secemed to be necessary.

The continuing dilemma of British Columbia was plain: there sim-
ply were not enough permanent European settlers to control the native
people or to discourage American annexation schemes. First the HBc,
and later the British Government, attempted to attract settlers, but
other places (including the U.S. Pacific Northwest, with more generous
land policies) were more attractive. Finally, it was decided to import
white women from England to remedy both the gender imbalance in
England, where women were a majority, and that of British Columbia,
where white men vastly outnumbered white women. Four times
between 1859 and 1870, “assisted immigration” of white British women
occurred; in all, about one hundred women arrived in British Columbia
via “brideships,” as they are known in British Columbian lore. As was
trueof a similar female immigration scheme in Washington Territory—
the “Mercer’s Belles”—the motives and character of these immigrating
women were the subject of much media attention and titillation, and in
the larger scheme of things their scant numbers made little difference.”
But symbolically their presence made a huge difference in British
Columbia, for, as Anne McClintock puts it, these women became the
“boundary markers of empire” between the minority white and major-
ity native populations.”

The importation of white women signified the determination of
British authorities to segregate the white and native populations and
especially to discourage the growth of the mixed-race population that
had resulted from earlier relationships between white men and native
women. In the heyday of the fur trade at Fort Vancouver in the1830s, the
aversion of the British dairy managerand the minister’s wife, mentioned
earlier, to mixed-race marriages had been unwelcome, and they left in
a huff; thirty years later the importation of white women symbolized
the determination of British authorities to create a white settler society
in spite of the numerical predominance of Native peoples. Finally, in the
1890s, successful efforts to encourage migration from England tipped

the cultural balance of the province and established the dominance of
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British customs and institutions that remain to this day. At the time,
proponents of immigration saw it as a means to prevent an American
effort to annex the province. Today, exercising those same British cus-
toms (paying for an elaborate high tea at the Empress Hotel in Victoria,
for example) is touted as a means to attract American tourist dollars
north of the border.”

How did these British immigrants come to feel at home in British
Columbia? With difficulty. British Columbia author Ethel Wilson, well
known for her insights, spelled out the emotional aspects that histor-
ians sometimes overlook. Wilson regarded developing an attachment to
aknown landscapeas a vital way for lonely newcomers to begin to feel at
home. In her novel Swamp Angel, published in 1954, Wilson deeply embed-
ded her human story within the patterns of the natural world—the
migration of birds, the swimming of fishes—to make her point about
cosmic connections.* As her heroine builds a “fictive” family to replace
the oneshehas lost, she comes to realize that life—human and animal—
isa “web” of relationships, of which she is part. That Wilson means the
web to be inclusive is shown by the presence of a young Chinese boy in
the fictive family, but there are no native people in the story. And even
the heroine’s heartfelt connection to the natural world does not make
her relationships with other humansless difficult. Wilson’s emphasis on
the natural world helps us to see that all migrations begin in strange-
ness and loneliness and move toward a search for connection with the
new place. Personal connection with a place—to its geography, its flora
and fauna, its remembered associations with human events—can run
very deep and may not vary much from individual to individual. But the
social connections, their breadth or narrowness, their traditionality or
innovation, can very enormously.

In the preceding pages I have focused on a particular time period,
the early nineteenth century, and on a moment of dramatic transition.
Following Worster’s lead (“what the regional historian should first want
to know”), I have shown how fur-trade culture at first accommodated
native cultures, only to be swamped by American settlers in the lands
south of the 49th parallel. North of thenew border, the slower transition
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of British Columbia’s fur-tradesociety intoa properly British settler soci-
ety clearly shows the steps by which a native population was segregated
from white culture and dispossessed of their lands, although not fully
controlled. T have also shown, following Adele Perry, the ways in which

“gender is key in charting the particular trajectories of local colonial

2955

projects.” The resulting story is very different from that customarily

offered in regional textbooks, and to my mind a much richer one, for it
tells us how ordinary people, not their governments, made a new place
theirhome. Coming to Oregon Country as members of pre-existing social
networks, different groups frequently—and deliberately—destroyed
older networks and peoples to forge new regional identities, that is, con-

nections to each other and to the land.
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A TRANSBORDER FAMILY
PACIFIC NORTH WEST

Reflecting on Race and Gender in Women'’s History

SYLVIA VAN KIRK

IT HAS BEEN OVER TWENTY YEARS since the publica-
tion of Many Tender Ties, my study on the role of women in the western
Canadian fur trade. At that time, the field of women’s history was still in
its infancy, so one of the book’s major goals was to put women into the
history—to demonstrate the error and inadequacy of envisioning the
furtradeasanarchetypal male frontier. Since that time, my own research
has been extended in both its time frame and analysis. Recent articles
have been concerned with what happened to elite HBc—native families
as they moved from fur-trade post to colonial settlement. Further con-
sideration of whathappened to the children of these families illuminates
the importance of a gendered analysis because significant differences
emerge in the experiences of sons and daughters in the second genera-

tion." I remain fascinated by the complexities of individual lives. This
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case study of the Charles Ross family provides an opportunity not only
to examine the usual dynamics of gender, race, and class, but to consider
the “transborder experience” as another variable. Charles and Isabella
Ross raised their family in the Pacific North West in the mid-nineteenth
century: the life of this family is intertwined with the histories of Fort
Nisqually at the bottom of Puget Sound and Fort Victoria at the south-
ern tip of Vancouver Island. Both forts were established by the Hudson’s
Bay Company, but the division of the Columbia District between Britain
and the United States in 1846 resulted in the former ending up in
Washington Stateand the latterin British Columbia. The differing regional
cultures created by the border, as discussed in Sue Armitage’s essay in
this volume,” certainly contributed to the varying experiences of the Ross
family.

Charles Ross was a Highland Scot, born in Kingcraig, Invernessshire,
who entered the service of the Hudson’s Bay Company in 1818. Early in
his career, Ross was stationed at Rainy Lake (in southwestern Ontario)
wherehemetIsabella, the daughter of a French-Canadian trader named
Joseph Mainville and his Ojibway wife, Josette. Like many Métis girls,
Isabella became a wife and motherata youngage: she was about sixteen
when she and Ross were wed 4 la facon du pays (according to fur-trade
marriage rites) in 1822. Marriage soon took this French-Ojibwa woman
far away from her own kin, for most of Ross’s career was spent west of
the Rockies, including long stints in New Caledonia and the Columbia
Department. Over the next twenty years, Isabella bore a family of ten
children: six boys and four girls who all survived to adulthood. We catch
glimpses of the Rosses” married life through her husband’s correspond-
ence. It isapparent that there wasa strong attachment and that Isabella
was a valued partner. As Ross wrote to his own sister who had settled in
Ontario: “I have as yet said nothing about my wife, when you would
probably infer that I am rather ashamed of her—in this, however, you
would be wrong. She is not, indeed, exactly fitted to shine at the head of
a nobleman’s table, but she suits the sphere she has to move in better
than any such toy—in short, sheisa native of the country,and as to beauty

quite as comely as her husband.” Furthermore, Isabella’s courage at
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Fort McLoughlin (up the West Coast) even attracted Governor Simpson’s
notice. In 1841, when her husband was absent, some Indians who were
trading with her son drew their knives on the young man. His mother
rushed to hisaid, according to theaccount, and “pike in hand, chased the
cowardly rascals from post to pillar, till she drove them out of the fort.”

But like other country wives, Mrs Ross had had to bear the brunt of
racist slanders from the first British missionary at Fort Vancouver in the
mid-1830s. Asa result, her husband, like several other officers, agreed to
a formal Anglican marriage at the fort in 1838. Isabella and her five
youngest children were baptized at the same time. Isabella signed her
marriage certificate with an X at this point,although she became literate
later, after settling in Victoria.

The fortunes of the Ross family seemed to be looking up when the
father was promoted to Chief Trader in 1843and sent to build Fort Victoria
on Vancouver Island. That same year Ross, who showed great concern
for his children’s education, made arrangements for two sons and a
daughter to be sent to England for schooling. Colleagues were aghast at
the expense, but Ross had hopes that they would do well with his nephew
in London. A touching letter written to his “honoured Father” by eight-
een-year-old Walter indicates that he had found a good placement as a
woolmerchant’sclerkand thathisbrotherandsisterwere“much improved
in their learning.” Their progress was cut short, however—Ross never
received the letter, having died the previous year, and relatives were soon
expressing their dissatisfaction with the children, whom they found
“extremely indocile and addicted to habits incompatible with a residence
in this country.™

Ross’s premature death in June of 1844 left Isabella a widow in her
mid-thirties with a large family; in fact, her youngest son William was
born after the death of his father. She then had to cope with her three
teenage children being sent back from England, as well as with the little
ones, though by this time her eldest son, John, had been taken into the
service of the company. In the late 1840s, family fortunes focused on Fort
Nisqually and the prospects offered by the Puget Sound Agricultural
Company. John Ross, accompanied by his mother and younger siblings,
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took up land offered by the Company, which was trying to forestall the
impact of American immigration by settling its employees north of the
Columbia. Several other sons werealso employed around Fort Nisqually:
Walter was employed as a clerk, and Charles Jr appears numerous times
in the fort journal doing routine servant tasks.®

The marriages of the older Ross children reveal what a truly multi-
cultural community was growing up around the fort.”In 1848, the eldest
daughter, Elizabeth, married the M¢étis settler Charles Wren, who had
come out to Oregon from Red River with his family in 1841. In 1851,
cldest son John Ross married Genevieve, a Métis daughter of Simon
Plamondon, who had become a major settler on the Cowlitz Plain after
leaving the service of the HBc. While intermarriage among fur-trade
families was common, a new trend among acculturated families was for
daughters to marry incoming white settlers; thus did a younger daugh-
ter, Catherine, marry Englishman Henry Murray in 1851. The rapid
Americanization of the Oregon Country brought increasingly hostile
attitudes toward miscegenation, and by the mid-1850s Indian/settler
relations had badly deteriorated. This must have created a particularly
difficult situation for Charles Ross Jr, who had married into the local
Nisqually tribe around 1850. His wife was Catherine Toma (Tumalt),
whose mother was a Nisqually named Quatan and whose father was
French-Iroquois, having come west as a company engagé.’

Although initially the Ross family appeared to be prospering in the
Nisqually region, and a small community called Rossville had sprung
up around John Ross’s property, the deteriorating racial climate, which
resulted in actual warfare with the Indians in 1855, made the family
consider the new colony across the border a more inviting location. On
Vancouver Island, which had been designated a British colony in 1849,
Hudson’s Bay Company ties still counted for a great deal. Significantly,
three of the younger Rosses (Alexander, Francis, and Flora) were among
the first pupils at the school opened for officers’ children by Anglican
missionaries at Fort Victoria in 1850. HBC officers appear to have looked
out for the welfare of the Ross family, and Isabella Ross, who returned to
Victoria in 1852, already had a network of female friends among the

Métis wives. Such women as Josette Work and Amelia Douglas were
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known to her from her days at Fort Vancouver. In 1852, when the HBC
opened up its lands for sale, its retired officers moved quickly to become
thelanded gentry of the colony by buying themselves substantial estates.
Notably, the Widow Ross was able to participate in this venture, pur-
chasing severalhundred acres along the Strait of Juan de Fuca, which made
her the first independent female landowner in the colony. Documents
from the 1850s show her actively involved in commercial transactions,
selling farm produceand livestock.” Shealso became a stalwart member
of theAnglican Church. Indeed Victoria seemed a haven from thetroubles
south of the border. Elder sons John and then Charles Jr, and a Métis
son-in-law (Charles Wren), all sold up and brought their families north
to British territory. In 1858 John Ross expanded the family holdings in
Victoria by purchasing a 200-acre farm known as Oaklands.

With their HBc and Scottish background (in which the Ross family
took considerable pride), colonial Victoria may have provided a more
amenable community for the family, but even here they would have to
deal with the racist currents that were beginning to percolate through
this society. In the 1850s, the younger Ross daughters, Mary Amelia and
Flora, were featured at the balls given by the officers of the British Navy,
but they did not have a father to match-make for them as their Métis
contemporaries did. According to one observer, the Rosses were very
finelooking girls, but “they had a great deal of Indian blood in them and

»11

were supposed to be only on the edge of society.”™ It could not have
helped matters much that their two youngest brothers were also getting
areputation for being wild and spendthrift young men about town.” It
is perhaps indicative of the unsettled prospects of the family at the time
that in 1859 the youngest daughter, Flora, who was then only eighteen,
madean ill-judged match with a man much older than herself. He was a
brash American frontiersman named Paul K. Hubbs, who was for a time
collector of customs on San Juan Island and had such extensive trade
ties with native people that he was dubbed “a white Indian.””
However, Flora’s choice paled in comparison to that of her widowed
mother, who in her mid-50ssuccumbed to theattentions of a young suitor
from Eastern Canada—one Lucius Simon O’Brien, whom she married

in 1863." The new stepfather was soon at odds with the family, especially
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Alexander, the eldest son at home, as it became apparent that O’Brien
was intenton defrauding them. The conflict resulted in much unfavour-
able publicity. Isabella’s distress resulted in her temporarily running
away, whereupon O’Brien stooped to vicious racial slurs as he sought to
tarnish her character. He publicly denounced her as “a drunken squaw”
in the Victoria Daily Chronicle in April 1864, declaring that he would not
payany debtsshe might incur. Afew days later, the youngest son, William,
denounced O’Brien, charging “His every act since his marriage has been
to try to get everything from my mother, and turn us (the children) out
of thehouse;...Will you do me and my mother the simple justice to pub-
lish this, as such a statement as O’Brien has made is calculated to injure
both herand myself.”* When the family then began proceedings against
O’Brien to prove that he was actually a bigamist, he apparently deserted
up island, where he came to an untimely end a few years later. Isabella,
quite thankfully widowed again, reassumed her status as the widow of
Charles Ross.” The only portrait of Isabella Ross was likely taken in
Victoria at this time. It shows her in her widow’s weeds: her dignity, but
also the sadness resulting from so many difficulties, can be read in this
picture. (See Figure 4.1)

Certainly, family tragedy continued. Eldest sonJohn,whohad assumed
leadership of the family, was only forty when he died in 1863. A few years
later, after numerous brushes with the law, the two youngest sons, Francis
and William, were convicted of robbing a Chinese man and sentenced
for five years at hard labour. This harsh fate aroused public sympathy,
and a widely-supported petition to the governor asked for their release,
claiming that their health was suffering. Sir James Douglas testified that
he had known their “most respectable parents” and that these young
men were not the blackguards they were made out to be.” After serving
about two years, the Ross boys were released on condition of their ban-
ishment from the colony and may have gone back across the border to

the Puget Sound area.

>FIGURE 4.1: Isgbella Ross.

[Permission from British Columbia Records and Archives Service, 7049N: F-01280]
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Isabella Ross musthavesuffered considerableanguish over these events,
but she doesappear to have found some solace in religion. The Anglican
clergyman Edward Cridge used to make regular visits to Mrs Ross to
read and pray with her, and when Cridge broke with the Anglican
Church toform the Church of OurLord in 1874, Isabella Ross wasamong
the initial pew holders.” By the early 1870s, the Victoria Rosses had had to
sell offa good deal of their property. The remaining son, Alexander,appar-
ently settled down and married in 1868, but he was not well off, being
employed as a labourer on the neighbouring Pemberton estate when he
died suddenly of a heart attack in 1876.” Now only the youngest daugh-
ter, Flora, and the widowed daughters-in-law remained in Victoria. The
Ross family lost the rest of its property,and Isabella Ross ended her days
in a little cottage on the grounds of the convent of the Sisters of Saint
Ann, where she died in 1885 at the age of seventy-eight.”

Flora was the only child able to provide financial assistance to her
mother in her last years, as she had gone on to make an unusual career
for herself. Although she had had a son in 1862, Flora had been so badly
treated by her husband that by 1868 they had been divorced, and Flora,
like her mother, reassumed the family name of Ross. Interestingly
enough, she also changed her son’s name, giving him the name of her
fatherinstead of her husband’s.In 1870, FloraRoss wasappointed matron
of the Victoria jail, primarily to look after several female mental patients
who were then housed there. She then became the matron of the
Provincial Asylum, which opened first in Victoria and was then moved
to New Westminster in 1878. Living quarters for herself and her son
were provided at the institution, and although she lacked professional
training, she ultimately won considerable respect for her humane and
efficient management of the women’s ward. Nonetheless, as a native
woman with a son to raise on her own, she had to fight to maintain her
reputation and her position. While still in Victoria, a newly-arrived super-
intendent had suggested that she was ill-suited to the job because she

was an “immoral Indian,” insubordinate, and too fond of fraternizing

>FIGURE 4.2: Florg Ross.

[Permission from British Columbia Records and Archives Service, 7052N: A-02445]
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with half-breeds. The superintendent, however, little understood the
make-up of Victoria’s society at the time; Flora Ross had influential
friendsand retorted that the “half-breeds of whom he spoke were in fact
ladies...of the highest respectability, most of them moving in the best

»z1

society of Victoria.”* She won the battle with the superintendent and
remained in her position well into the 1890s. A stylish portrait of Flora
Ross taken in the 1890s captures her own strength of character and
Victorian respectability. (See Figure 4.2) She died in 1897 at the age of
fifty-five.

Family correspondence in the next generation reveals that there was
considerable travelling between branches of the family, back and forth
across the border in the ensuing decades. Little is known of the other
two Ross daughters, except whom they married. Catherine had never
come to Victoria, having married a white settler, Henry Murray, and set-
tling in Pierce Country in Washington State. The remaining daughter,
Mary Amelia, had actually married her brother-in-law, Charles Wren,
after her sister died in Victoria in 1859, and she thus became stepmother
to her four nieces. This branch of the family returned to Washington
State, as did Charles Ross Jr and his family. Neither of these branches of
the family had prospered in Victoria. In studying the sons of elite fur-
trade families in colonial society, it appears that racism could have a
differential impact on gender roles. Especially with the surplus of male
immigrants to the colony, it seems that sons had great difficulty secur-
ing an economic niche for themselves and maintaining the family’s
status. A clue to the family’s aspirations and their emphasis on Scottish
ethnicity is evident in this remarkable family portrait of Charles Jrand
his family, which was taken during their time in Victoria. (See Figure
4.3)1t is certainly ironic, then, that upon returning to Washington State
itwastobethewife’sIndian heritage that provided a land base. Through
Catherine Toma, the family was settled ona homestead on the Nisqually

Indian Reservation in 1884. There, Charles Jr and Catherine, who ultimately

<FIGURE 4.3: Charles Ross, Jr. with his family.
[Permission from British Columbia Records and Archives Service, 97185 N: H-04646]
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had eleven children, lived (unlike many of his siblings) to a venerable
old age. Charles died in 1904 and his wife in 1914. This land, too, was lost,
but descendants of this family today are proud of their membership in
the Nisqually Indian band. It is significant to observe, here, that had
Charles Ross Jr married a Canadian aboriginal woman, she would have
lost her Indian status, as would her children. Under the Canadian Indian
Act, any Indian woman who married a white man or non-status Indian
was no longer legally considered an Indian and thus lost the right to live
on reserve lands.

This brief overview of the Charles Ross family highlights the fascin-
ating dynamics of a mid-nineteenth-century family in the emerging
Pacific Northwest. These lives were not only complicated by their mixed

ancestry, but by their transborder experience.
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SECTION THREE

PEOPLE, PLACE, STORIES

THE “GREAT MAN” APPROA CH to history has largely fallen
out of favour among historians. The assumption that one powerful
man’s life could, by itself, explain key eras and events was recognized as
too limited, and the assumption that lone, powerful individuals made
history by themselves has been criticized for ignoring the ways that his-
tory is made in local and daily contexts. The articles in this section,
collective biographies of women in three different times and places, are
a refreshing reminder of the powerful insights that can be gained by
bringing individual lives into focus.

The powerof these essays lies partly in the fact that they do notattempt
a “great woman” approach. Rather, they examine stories and lives that
reveal something more general about women’s experiences in their par-
ticular Wests,and about histories that comprise thousands of interesting
and illuminating individual stories. These individual stories, so easy to
lose in the sweeping narratives the West invites, can also re-shape those
narratives in small but critical ways and re-tell them to reflect their dif-

ferent realities.
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The title of Jean Barman’s article, “Writing Women into the History
of the North American Wests, One Woman ataTime,” is particularly apt
for this trio that illustrates the process through which focussing on
individual women’s lives had led historians to questions older inter-
pretations of women’s lives and their larger historical contexts. They
also illuminate the process through which individual women’s lives and
the perspectives of individual historians interact to produce new histor-
iesand new questions.

Jean Barman focuses serially on five women who lived in British
Columbia from 1849 to 1941: Emma Douse Crosby, Maria Mahoi Douglas
Fisher, Annie McQueen, Jessie McQueen,and Constance Lindsey Skinner.
With birth dates ranging from 1849 to 1877 and an equally diverse range
of personal backgrounds, these women participated in themajordecades
of British Columbia’s colonization. The last decades of the nineteenth
century were critical years for the province, and that history looks dif-
ferent when seen through the life of a teacher born in Nova Scotia, a
missionary’s wife born in Ontario, a bi-racial Aboriginal and Hawai'ian
woman, or a New York writer born in the Cariboo. Each life opens a new
window on the roles of individual women within particular historical
contexts, on the limiting effects of social structures,and on the power of
individual choices to make a difference. The fact that all five lived lives
farremoved, literally or figuratively, from their birth places speaks to the
choices they made given the constraints into which they were born. Each
woman, at some point, took charge of her own life, making at least one
choice that was contrary to the expectations of the day.

Barman showshow paying careful attention to the “traces” that women
left behind, whether in the form of voluminous personal correspond-
ence or the oral testimony of their descendants, can shinea light on the
ways in which they did and did not conform to the expectations placed
on them. When seen through the lenses of these women’s stories, the
history of British Columbia looks quite different. Barman’s narrative
shifts from woman to woman, to recreate a stage in women’s historical
writing sometimes referred to as “add a woman and stir.”" As each life

was added, the story might appear unconnected. It was only afteradding
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anumber of women to inherited histories that the larger picture might
beimagined in new ways.
The power of an individual narrative is even more evident in Molly

3 &<

Rozum’s ““That Understanding with Nature’: Region, Race, and Nation
in Women'’s Stories from theModern Canadian and American Grasslands
West.” Whereas Barman’s five biographies had to be teased from the “traces”
they left behind, the three women Rozum chronicles consciously wrote
their individual experiences into bigger narratives. North Dakotan Era
Bell Thompson’s American Daughter was published in 1946, Manitoba—
North Dakotaresident ThorstinaJackson Walters’ Modern Sagas appeared
in 1953, and Alberta’s Annora Brown published Sketches from Life in 1981.
Thompson, Walters, and Brown shared a time (the mid-twentieth cen-
tury) and a place (the northern edge of the continent’s grasslands), but
each wrote what might have been a shared history from her own unique
perspective.

To one degree or another, all three texts engage the themes of race,
women’s relationships to western land, and the standard narratives of
the Canadian and American Wests, probing their connections to place,
the power of western masculinity to constrict the wide open spaces for
women, and the meanings of borders—rural and urban, national and
social—in their lives. Rozum’s close analysis of these three narratives
suggests that women in the twentieth-century North American West
paid more attention to gender and race than nationalism, and that they
forged their own intense connections to the West in defiance of Western
narratives that said that women and minorities did not belong. Their
combined stories offer a strong corrective to the dominance of male-
centred, white-centred, and nation-centred Western narratives.

JoanJensen’sarticlenarrows thefocuseven further by tracingJensen’s
own distinguished career writing the history of rural women. This article
makes explicit the connections between the historian’s own intellectual
and personal history and the process of historical inquiry. Jensen links
the journey of her German grandmother, who immigrated to northern
Wisconsin in the 1890s, and her own family’s history across the Canada-

U.S. border with the development of the broader field of rural women’s
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history. By tracing her own intellectual autobiography, she reminds us
that the questions historians ask and the stories we tell are connected in
some ways toour own livesand to the search fornew connectionsbetween
women’s memories and the histories of the places we have called home.

As historians begin to pay more attention to the scholarly output on
both sides of the border, Jensen cautions us to beware of the risk of fan-
tasizing or romanticizing women’s lives by idealizing a richer, simpler,
irretrievable past. The power of truthful storytelling is to reveal the com-
plicated, difficult, and often mundane choices that made up western
women’s individual lives and our collective past. The power of Jensen’s
advice lies in how clearly she grounds it in her own history and her own
choices as a historian.

These articles remind us, too, that individuals do matter. If history is
the sum of each individual’s story, then each story can re-shape what
“history” looks like. An individual doesn’t have to bea “great man” ora
man at all, or even “great,” to say something significant about history or

to help make it.
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WRITING WOMEN HISTORY
NORTH AMERICAN WESTS,
ONE WOMAN TIME

JEAN BARMAN

IT IS A TRUISM that women were long absent from the ways in
which we wrote the history of the North American Wests. The reason
lies in how we conceived the past. We considered politics and economics
to be the most important subjects to write about. Gender assumptions
determined that women would play no, or little, role in the public
domain. Even where they did so, as with many indigenous women, their
lives have been understood as if theiractivity was largely confined to the
home. Because women were viewed as having only a domestic role, their
lives were not considered much worth remembering. When archives
were formed, it was the records of male accomplishments that were col-
lected. For the most part, women accepted men’s version of what was
important and so were less likely to keep traces of their lives with the

intention of passing them on to some public location.
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So what do we do? How do we write women into the past? Two
approaches are possible. The first is to look for women within existing
records. We can tease out what they say about women as well as about
men. Thesecond is to search out traces that speak to individual women’s
lives. We write women into the past one woman at a time, as  have been
doing recently for five women living in British Columbia between 1849
and 1941."

Both approachesare valuable. Looking for women in existing records,
we gain an appreciation of the larger structures that have constrained or
liberated women through time. Attention to individual women turns
our attention to human agency. We come to understand how women,
regardless of their location in historical time, have acted in their own
and others” interests. Structure and agency jostle up against each other
in every life. The ways in which they do so reveals much about the times
and also about the person.

The interplay between larger structures and personal agency is in no
way foretold. The process is dynamic and unfolding. If we each think
about our own lives, be we women or men, we all come to some point in
time when we did the unexpected. We took charge, we exercised agency,
we surprised ourselves. It is these moments of change as well as the con-
tinuities that characterize the history of women in the North American
Wests.

To write about individual lives, we need a trace.” If most women die
without one, others do not. Traces survive in two principal forms. The
first are as written accounts. Particularly for the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, we are primarily restricted to women sufficiently
literate to write as a matter of course and placed well enough that their
writing survives. All the same, we should not diminish such accounts.’

The second kind of trace comes through oral accounts intended to
get at women’s experience from their own perspectives. Oral data has
the great advantage of extending the range of persons about whom we
can write. There are also downsides. Most conversations are perforce
retrospective, and we know that human memory is fickle. We want to be
seen as rational, sensible beings and tend to construct our pasts in ways

that are comprehensible in the present. In general women have seen
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their everyday lives as possessing less worth than those of their men folk,
which putsa greatonuson the interviewer. Thereare, nonetheless, impres-
sive examples of what can be accomplished.*

It is with such written and oral traces that I have been engaged, off
and on, over the past several years. I did not set out to look at individual
lives, but came upon traces in the course of other research that were so
engaging, so revealing, I could not resist the opportunity. Five women
dogged me. They were so persistent, even waking me up in the middle
of the night, I was almost literally forced to make meaning of their lives.

My principal interest as a historian was, up to the time I encountered
the five women, less with agency than with structure. In writing about
the history of the North American Wests, mostly British Columbia, Iwas
primarily concerned with these places’ overall nature through time.” I
only slowly realized that writing about women, or for that matter about
men, was indeed writing about the larger structures as well.® The key
liesin looking atindividual lives, both as ends in themselvesand as parts
of larger wholes.

We each exist within social contexts. The agency we possess by virtue
of our humanity is exercised within settings over which we often have
no or very little control. Sometimes we are even unaware of the whole
range of larger factors affecting our lives. The two that most often came
to the fore for the five women had to do with gender and race, each of
which was tempered by place and time. Women’s obligation was to
uphold the structures put in place by their men folk and to createa home
for their families in whatever place they might find themselves. Race
was equally fundamental in structuring individual lives. The concept of
colonialism was premised on the right of persons perceiving themselves
asbeing of the palest tones, or “white,” to dominate their darker, indigen-
ous counterparts around the world to their own political and economic
advantage. Just as women were expected as a matter of course to defer to
men’s presumed superior capacity, persons having a darker skin colour
were meant to be subservient to those of lighter pigment.

Atthetimethe five women cameof age, thesubordination of indigen-
ous peoples was not yet complete in the North American Wests. Location

gave the key. The Wests hovered on the edge of a continent. British
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Columbia, in particular, was bounded on the east by high mountains, on
the west by water and then Asia, and on the north and south by the
United States. It took a special effort, and a good reason, such as the fur
tradeand the gold rush, to head to British Columbia, particularly given
its tiny arable land base. Persons came with a purpose, and often that
purpose was fairly transient in its appeal. Fur traders mostly moved on
at the end of their contracts, gold miners upon becoming disillusioned.

British Columbia was an extreme case of what occurred more gener-
ally across the North American Wests. To the south, greater opportunity
for agriculture attracted newcomers from the 1840s onward, exempli-
fied by epic treks over the Oregon Trail. Although men outnumbered
women there as well, more men came with families in tow. It was not
until the completion of the Canadian transcontinental railroad in the
mid-1880s that intact families began to arrive in British Columbia in
considerable numbers. Up to the First World War, until the five women
were between their late thirties and mid-sixties, British Columbia still
contained two or more men for every woman. The proportions only
evened out in the mid-twentieth century.

The relationship between structure and agency is never static. The
nature of the place that was British Columbia encouraged some new-
comers to conceive of it as a frontier, a place in space and time where
traditional expectations for right gender behaviour were not quite as
circumscribed as in areas longer settled by newcomers. Women as well
as men considered themselves to possess more personal agency than
would otherwise have been the case.

Change over time meant that the force of raceand gender affected the
five women differently. For that reason they are best considered in birth
order to examine how each mediated the structures impinging on her
life. Their persons survive through time in their first names, which they
did not have to abandon upon marriage as with their birth surnames,
and for that reason I prefer to use them here and in my other writing
about them. Overall, all five conformed, but also at some point likely

surprised even themselves, in effecting change.
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Approximate Number and Proportion of Women in the Non-Aboriginal Adult
Population of British Columbia, Washington, and Oregon, 1870-1950/1951

(to the nearest thousand)’

British Columbia Washington Oregon
1870 2(27%) 4(27%) 19 (36%)
18801881 5(26%) 14 (31%) 38 (35%)
18901891 14 (25%) 79 (32%) 81(38%)
1900-1901 34(29%) 130 (37%) 116 (41%)
1910-1911 90 (30%) 328 (39%) 201 (41%)
1920-1921 150 (42%) 431(44%) 259 (46%)
1930-1931 217 (43%) 537 (47%) 336 (47%)
1940-1941 288 (46%) 641(47%) 410 (48%)
1950-1951 410 (49%) 835 (48%) 544 (49%)

EMMA DOUSE CROSBY (1849-1926)

THE EARLIEST of the five women who have intrigued me and my
co-author, Jan Hare, was born in today’s Ontario in 1849. When we look
at the lives of women like Emma Douse Crosby in retrospect, they seem
pretty inevitable in the way they unfolded. Emma was the daughterof a
leading Methodist minister who got his start as a missionary, making it
unsurprising she would marry someone with a similar orientation. She
did so, but all the same, at least from her perspective, it was a conscious
decision. She considered she exercised agency and, I suspect, surprised
herself by her willingness to act.

Emma Douse was in her mid-twenties, a very appropriate age for mar-
riage for women in Ontario, when she took the initiative. In late January
1874, a dynamic missionary, with eyes that seemed to see right through
one, came to speak at the women’s college in Hamilton, where Emma

taught. For a decade Thomas Crosby had been converting Aboriginal
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peoplein British Columbia to Christianityand arrived at the college with
a powerful message about the perils of savagery, as he saw them. It was
just three years since the British colonial possession of British Columbia
had joined the Canadian Confederation, and the new province was vir-
tuallyimpossibleto reach fromtherestof the country. Noonein “civilized”
Ontario knew much about this faraway place, except that it was a fron-
tier, populated by a handful of former fur traders and gold miners and
lots and lots of Indians. Emma was entranced.

Very importantly, the missionary who gave the talk, Thomas Crosby,
needed a wife. Froma much more modest Ontario family than was Emma,
he was converted in his mid-teens and headed west in the hope of saving
gold rush souls. Gradually he got the attention of the few Methodist
ministers who had made their way there and managed to get himself
ordained. The next step was to find a wife. The missionary enterprise gave
priority to right behaviour, which, combined with fear of unconstrained
sexuality, put the onus on missionaries to be wed. Not only did being
married prevent temptation on their part, it served as a model for the
Aboriginal people they sought to convert. The skewed sex ratio among
newcomer adults in British Columbia put white women at a premium.
The difficulty of finding a suitably Christian wife there was in good part
responsible for Crosby’s trip back home to Ontario. He lit on Emma, with
impeccable Methodist credentials, including a father able to further a
son-in-law’s career, and did his best to convince her that her future lay at
his side.

Short weeks after Crosby spoke at Emma’s college about supporting
the missionary effort, she wrote home to her mother: “Would it grieve
you very much—would you be willing to let me go to British Columbia,
not exactly as a missionary on my own responsibility, but to be a help
and a comfort, if possible, to a noble man who has been there working
for years by himself?”” Emma dared to exchange one place for another

about which she knew virtually nothing.

<FIGURE 5.1: EmimaDouse Crosby.
[Permission from Helen and Louise Hager and UBC Library, Special Collections]
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To makea long story short, Emma married her missionary and spent
the next quarter century at Fort Simpson, just outside of the future
Prince Rupert on the British Columbian north coast. Her life there, as
well as her courtship, we can follow through the letters she regularly
wrote home to her mother, which her granddaughter and great-grand-
daughter considered important enough to keep, and then to grant
permission for their publication.” They have been co-edited from a dual
perspective, my own as a British Columbian historian and that of my
colleague Jan Hare, from an Aboriginal point of view. The letters empha-
size the great extent to which women bore the everyday burden of
changes in place.

And what about Emma? Not surprisingly, given that women were
meant to live in the shadow of their men folk—at least in public—
Emma, in the main, did so. She let the glory go to her husband, so much
so that it is his name that survives as one of the principal missionaries
among Aboriginal people in British Columbia and not hers as it also
should do.

Emma Crosby’s letters to her mother make clear her contribution to
the missionary enterprise. The adventure many men found in challeng-
ing the unknown was far more trying, and sometimes heartbreaking,
from the perspective of women expected to make homes for their hus-
bands, whatever the circumstances. It wasEmma whomanaged everyday
life while Thomas went on grandiose conversion expeditions along the
coast. It was Emma who originated a girls’ home and then a residential
school named in honour of her husband. Emma may have written, she
certainly edited, the reports in which her less-well-educated husband
celebrated hissupposed achievements in converting the Tsimshian people
of the British Columbian north coast. In line with the gender expecta-
tions of the day, Emma took care to buttress her husband’s authority
rather than give any indication she might be challenging or competing
with it.

Emma Douse Crosby’s life matters both in and of itself—she gave birth
to eight children, of whom she saw four buried while at Fort Simpson—

and for the larger understandings it gives about British Columbia
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history. Emma’s life testifies to the importance of structural factors in
explaining why women, and men, acted as they did in past time. Having
come west due to the province’s gender imbalance, she remained for a
very good reason, from her perspective. All her life, until her death in
1926, she sustained the gender and racial attitudes of the day. Emma

madea difference by virtue of doing so.

MARIA MAHOI DOUGLAS FISHER (c.1855-1936)

MARIA MAHOI DOUGLAS FISHER is EmmaDouse Crosby’s
mirror image. Her inheritance puts her among the objects of conversion
of women like Emma, who thought they had a mandate to change other
people’s outlook according to their own likes and beliefs. What we see
when we turn to Maria (pronounced Ma-RYE-ah by those who knew
her) is that she very much had a will of her own and was not about to be
hassled byanyoneelse unless she wanted to be. Shehad agency in spades.
Maria acted despite being illiterate. All her life, she signed with her
mark,anX.

AnXisa pretty slim trace from which to infer a life. Maria survives, to
the extent she does, through the voices of others. For a good decade I
have had the privilege of listening to stories about Maria told by her
many descendants and by descendants of her friends. The stories’ sur-
vival among so many different persons, in much the same form, is the
best possible testament to Maria’s having been a tough, resourceful,and
thereby memorable woman.

Much of Maria’s life remains in the shadows. She was born in the
mid-1850s to a Hudson’s Bay Company labourer from the Hawai’ian
Islands, likely working in the fur trade at Fort Victoria. The company
signed on numerous indigenous men in Honolulu, and one of them,
named Mahoi, had a child, Maria, by an unknown Aboriginal woman
living nearby. The Hawai'ian presence across the North American Wests
speaks to thearea’s distinctive location on the edge of a continent.

How Maria was brought up we have no idea because she never dwelt
on the past. Rather, as a grandson who spent much of his childhood in

her presence explained to me, she “was always thinking ahead of time,
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preparing for the next day, the next time.” Maria enters newcomers’ rec-
ord keeping at about age sixteen when she gave birth to the first of seven
children by a sea captain from Maine. Abel Douglas had been enticed to
Victoria by the possibility of starting a whaling business. The industry
fizzled after a few years, but he stayed on—Ilikely because of Maria. The
paucity of newcomer women was once again a fundamental influence
on the course of a woman’s life. Maria, Abel, and their growing family
set up house on southern Salt Spring Island. All apparently went well
until the mid-1880s when Douglas walked. He abandoned Maria and
their seven children, or perhaps she turfed him out.

It isat this point that Maria made clear she was her own person. First,
and very importantly, she did not crumple, but very quickly found her-
selfanotherman—tenyearsyoungerthanherselfand verywelleducated—
by whom she proceeded to have six more children. George Fisher was,
like Maria, a child of the colonial encounter. His father was a wealthy
young Englishman, his mother an Aboriginal woman. Racial prejudice
was endemic against persons of mixed race, such as George and Maria
were. Their maternal Aboriginal heritage was scorned, as were their
fathers for having deigned to consort with such persons as their moth-
ers. Given these attitudes and the gender imbalance, George Fisher had
virtually no possibility of finding a partner from among the relatively
small number of newcomer women. He spent much of his youth caught
between the two components of his heritage,and Maria may have prom-
ised him a solidity that he could not otherwise acquire. She was, once
again, the beneficiary of structural factors.

Second, Maria managed, despite her illiteracy, to get herself an island
of herown.An elderly Hawai'ian named William Haumea lived on Russell
Island just off south Salt Spring. He left the island in his will to his
daughter by an Aboriginal woman. It is almost certain historically that
Maria was not his biological daughter, yet she convinced the British

Columbia court and her newcomer neighbours on Salt Spring, who

<FIGURE 5.2: Maria MahoiDouglas Fisher.
[Permission from Violet and Larry Bell]
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testified on her behalf, that she was, and that it washer island." Her well-
educated husband may have played a role in the proceedings, but it was
principally her own grit and determination that caused her to win out.

Maria, her husband, and younger children moved to Russell Island
just after the turn of the century. There they created a little world of
their own, secure from the racism against Aboriginal and mixed-des-
cent peoplethatgripped British Columbia during theseyears. Newcomer
families had no sense of, or interest in, the province’s past. They did not
care to understand the structural reasons numerous newcomer men had
opted for Aboriginal women or why there existed a whole generation of
mixed-race offspring entering adulthood. Such persons were almost
wholly thrust aside by the dominant society and it was only in the small
spaces persons like Maria created that they had any possibility of find-
ing their own middle way.

Maria gave her children such strong senses of self that they went on
to participate in all aspects of British Columbian society. And here I come
fullcircle, for theway in which Iinitially encountered Maria wasthrough
her great grandson, a prominent British Columbian politician wonder-
ing about a possible Aboriginal heritage deliberately kept from him.
Many years earlier, a visiting uncle had taken him asideand confided there
might be “Indian blood” in the family. His uncle thought he should
know, “just in case.” Allhehad to share with me was afaded death notice
of his grandmother Ruby’s brother. From this small beginning I stum-
bled on Maria, whose daughter Ruby had, like her mother, protected her
children as best she could—in her case, by shedding her Aboriginal
heritage. In the anonymity Vancouver offered, Ruby refashioned herself
as whiteand thereby made it possible for her descendants to takeadvan-
tage of opportunities rather than be tainted by the accident of birth.

Maria was waiting to be found, and I became the agent for doing so.”

JESSIE MCOUEEN (1860-1933 ) AND ANNIE McQUEEN GORDON (1865-1941)
THE THIRD AND FOURTH women who have engaged meare
the McQueen sisters. Jessie and Annie are emblematic of the migration
west from within Canada that followed the completion of the trans-con-

tinental railroad in 1885-1886. Between 1881 and 1891 the number of
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persons in British Columbia born elsewhere in Canada skyrocketed
from just 3,500 to over 20,000. Each of them has a story to tellabout how
they came to change their place of living.

To understand the McQueen sisters’ reasons for leaving Nova Scotia
for British Columbia, we need to go back a generation to their parents.
Jessie and Annie grew up in a place and time where God was not to be
thwarted. The same virtuous Christianity grounded in racial superior-
ity that propelled Emma to British Columbia also sent the McQueen
sisters west.

Born in 1860 and 1865, respectively, Jessic and Annie were raised in
Pictou County, which was almost wholly Scots Presbyterian in its out-
look. Their parents, and especially their mother Catherine, ensured they
considered their lives to be guided by providence, by God’s will acting
through them, so that they would always behave in accord with God’s
wishes for them. As part of that obligation, the children kept in close
touch with their parents, by letter when not at home. Well over a thou-
sand letters survive between members of the family. It is this remarkable
trace,now available on the web through the University of New Brunswick,
which grounds my understanding.”

From an early age the McQueen children learned the value of hard
work on their modest family farm,and on reaching their mid-teens they
were expected to go out to teach to bringin a few extra dollars. Jessieand
Anniewere thetwo youngest of five daughters, each of whom was released
to marry as the next younger entered the classroom. It was within this
context that they became sojourners to British Columbia. In Nova Scotia
during the 1880s a teacher got $60 for a term of half a year; in British
Columbia, even in small rural schools, wages were $60 a month.” The
money was not for the sisters to spend on themselves but to send home,
where they themselves were expected to return. The sisters were permit-
ted to leave by virtue of Presbyterian ministers from Pictou County having
gone west before them, men who sought to staff the province’s public
schools with virtuous young women. Jessie and Annie’s mother could
not resist the ministerial entreaties any more than she could afford to

turn down the money.
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TheMcQueen sisterswere partofa larger demographicshift. Following
the railroad’s completion, British Columbia’s newcomer population
exploded. At the time Emma Crosby arrived in the early 1870s, there
were onlyabout 10,000 non-Aboriginal people in the entire province. By
1891 the number had risen to 70,000 before doubling to 150,000 by 1901.
Evenasnumbers grew, the proportion born elsewhere in Canada doubled
from 15 to almost 30 per cent.” The shifts were not sufficient to even out
the gender imbalance, but they did moderate somewhat its skewed
character.

Emma Crosby had had to go by train through the United States and
then by boat, north, from San Francisco. It was now possible for the
McQueen sisters to catch a train from just outside of the family farm and
end up at Kamloops in the British Columbian interior, near where the
sisters’ one-room schools were located. Jessie’s postcards home in March
1888 attest to how the sisters became caught up in a westward movement
much larger than themselves. They shared their trip with thousands of
others during the rail line’s teething years, yet it was also a highly indi-
vidualexperience.Eachaspect opened up possibilitiesless circumscribed
than those available back home in Nova Scotia, from “cutting delicate
slices of tongue (an inch thick)” to a fellow passenger “eating ‘jam’ with
his scissors!”* Whipping off a note from Swift Current, Saskatchewan,
Jessie was already reflective: “I believe I will be sorry when the trip is

»17

done.”” Despite arriving at what was still a frontier with all of the free-
domforaction that the term implied, thesisters soon became embedded,
and constrained, within a larger movement intended to transfer west
Nova Scotia ways of being, including racialand gender expectations. One
place was layered on the other.

The McQueen sisters’ story makes an important point about human
agency. Even where biology and upbringing is similar, we take different
paths that reflect our willingness, or lack of it, to act for ourselves. Jessie

and Annie both began as teachers in the Nicola Valley near Kamloops,

>FIGURE 5.3: Jessie McQueen.

[Permission from Bridget Gordon Mackenzie]
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but their pathssoon diverged. The presence of far fewer newcomer women
than men gave both of them more opportunities for marriage than they
would have had at home where the gender ratio was roughly equal. By
the Nova Scotian order of things, the older Jessie should have been the
first freed from teaching, but Annie, the youngest, jumped the queue.
Within a year of arriving in British Columbia, at the age of twenty-three,
instead of the Nova Scotia standard age for marriage of twenty-six, she
found herself a “dude,” as she put it in her newly coined frontier talk.
Annie’s marriage made Jessie her parents’ last employable daughter.
Three times she edged toward the married state, but was beset by mis-
fortune when the man of her desires died on her, or perhaps he only
became such a figure by virtue of being unattainable. Ever the dutiful
daughter, Jessie spent her life shuffling between teaching jobs in British
Columbiaand lookingafter her parents,and then her widowed mother,
in Nova Scotia. She never moved beyond the values of her fairly restrict-
ive upbringing, remaining deferent to her parents’ wishes and thereby
to the life she considered God had intended for her. She found comfort
in adhering to larger structures rather than rebelling against them.
Nevertheless, it was Jessie rather than Annie who took a stand when
it came to race. They both assumed their own inherent superiority. All
the same, Jessie treated the children of mixed Aboriginal descent in her
classrooms with basichuman decency. Shedid so wellaware of theassump-
tions of the day, musing how some of her pupils “have attended school
for years but in spite of that they still have the squaw looks & manners.””
Annie was, for her part, absolutely determined to keep her own chil-
dren uncontaminated. She held firmly to this priority despite being
repeatedly uprooted, as her Ontario-born husband tried a bit of every-
thing to make a living. At the time of their marriage, James Gordon had
a furniture store in Kamloops, enticed there by its location along the
newlybuiltrail line. Afterashort, unsuccessful stint in small-town Ontario,

the Gordons returned west, but could not makea go of the Salmon Arm,

<FIGURE 5.4: Antie McQueen Gordon.

[Permission from Bridge Gordon Mackenzie]
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British Columbia, farm they took up so optimistically. Jim then wran-
gled a job with Canadian Customs that carried the family throughout
the Kootenays area of southeastern British Columbia.

Like many Canadians of her day, Annie was suspect of the other side
of the border her husband managed. Most lives were in practice virtu-
allyidentical, but that did not prevent women like Annie from searching
out differences as a means to legitimate the way of life that they found
themselves living. Even though “the American town” was a mile south
of the Gordons’ home, she fretted over “all the houses of prostitution
and saloons and dance-halls in Gateway, Montana,” over which she had
twice as little control by virtue of being a woman and being Canadian.
Annie could only express indignant relief: “the construction boom is
over, and the dance hall girls have gone, the prostitutes have nearly all
gone, and thereare only four saloons there now.””

Wherever Annie found herself, she ensured her three children would
not mix with anyone she considered their inferiors. The local school was
in herassessment inadequate, in good part because “the Montana teach-
ers are fairly tumbling over themselves” to teach in it.” Annie was most
suspicious of her children’s counterparts with Aboriginal mothers. Her
daughter Jessie was nine at the time Annie justified her outlook to her
sister, Jane: “I do wish there were some little white girls here for her to
play with. I daren’t let her go to play with the half breeds for they are
liable to pull her hair out by the root, and beat the life nearly out of her,
as they did once shortly after we came down here.” Annie improvised.
She began to teach the children herself at home and continued to do so
for the most part untilshe managed to cajole westward a Maritimes niece
asatutor. Annic’s relief was palpable when in 1907Jim Gordon inveigled
a transfer to the provincial capital of Victoria. A quarter of a century later,
Annie still took pride in how “she kept her family from ‘going Indian,’ as
so many of the pioneer settlers did.”*

Annie’s life in Victoria gives us a taste of how changing times affected
women. By the early twentieth century, many were becoming active in
social reform intended to buttress established ways, and so it was with

Annie on being widowed in her mid-forties. Named provincial director
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of the Homes Branch of the Soldiers Settlement Board, founded to
encourage veterans to take up farming, she had charge of accustoming
war brides of the First World War to Canadian ways. Then, for a decade,
from 1927 to 1936, Annie presided over the British Columbia Women’s
Institute, a very important volunteer organization whose aim it was to
sustain farm wives, and women more generally, much as she had done
with veterans’ wives.

In their very different ways, each of the McQueen sisters made a dif-
ferenceto the lives of others. Jessie, for the most part, buttressed existing
structures, whereas Annie repeatedly took the initiative. Many more
women in the past were Jessies than Annies, and it is through their every-
day acts of courage, as with Jessie in the classroom, that change also

occurs.

CONSTANGE LINDSAY SKINNER (1877-1939)

CHANGE OVER TIME becomes particularly important with the
fifth woman, Constance Lindsay Skinner. She is,along with Maria Mahoi,
the most consummate British Columbian in her origins. Maria came from
ahumble background, Constancea genteel one. Her paternal grandfather
was one of three English gentlemen farmers brought out from England
with their families by the Hudson’s Bay Company in the early 1850s to
encourage class-based newcomer settlement in the fur-trade colony of
Vancouver Island. Her maternal grandfather was enticed by the gold
rush, but asa merchant with a family.

Constance was born in 1877 in the Cariboo, where her father ran the
Hudson’s Bay trading post. She had a stronger sense of self than any of
theother four women, both because she was just that much youngerand
also because she was a pampered only child. From a young age she was
determined to have her way. Her parents moved to Vancouver when
Constance was twelve, and she was soon writing for the World news-
paper. Women were still expected to be modest in their behaviour, so she
used various pen names in doing so.

Constance told a story later in life that is indicative of her character. It

was in the mid-1890s, when she was in her teens, that her self-described
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“first work of fiction” was printed in a Vancouver Sunday newspaper
under a pseudonym. “Considered risqué in those days,” the article, to
quote Constance, wasabout “the ‘worser’ whites mingling with thenatives
along the coast.” In other words, she was writing about the kind of life
that Emma Crosby was experiencing first hand at Fort Simpson at pre-
cisely the same point in time. She later recalled what happened the day
herarticleappeared: “With heart athrill [1] listened to a guarded discus-
sion of it by [my] parents”and asked to see the paper. ““No,” said mother

kindly,...It is not the sort of thing I want you to read. You are far too

23323

young.

Generational change was in the air. Increasingly dissatisfied with the
narrowness she saw in Vancouver, Constance moved in her early twen-
ties to California. Unlike Annie McQueen a few years earlier, she had no
hesitation about experiencing the other side of the border. Within the
yearshe was the dramaand music criticfora Los Angeles newspaper owned
by up-and-coming publisher William Randolph Hearst, and soon there-
after a Hearst “sob sister” putting out human interest stories about
celebrities and part of writer Jack London’s coterie. Still dissatisfied, in
1912 she moved to New York City, where she made her living as a writer
for the rest of her life.

Constance Lindsay Skinner became sufficiently important for her
papers tosurvive in the New York Public Library, which is where Iencoun-
tered her. They, together with the three million words of hers that made
it into print, make it possible to retrieve her story. What is important in
terms of the serendipity that permits us to write about some women’s
lives and not others is that she did not choose that her papers should be
there.Itwashermale publisherwhosalvaged everythingin herManhattan
apartment when she died suddenly, long since estranged from her birth
family.

Constanceboth sustained and challenged the genderand raceassump-

tions of the day. As to gender, she lived a contradiction. Her years as a

>FIGURE 5.5: Constance Lindsay Skinner.
[Permission from New York Public Library, Special Collections]
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Hearst journalist combined with her singleness to make her, outwardly,
“anew woman” daring to be her own person. At the same time, her writ-
ing celebrated the married state, duein part to publishers’ expectations.
Constance always had to scramble to survive financially and, like many
others, responded to the expansion of mass-market magazines in the
early twentieth century. One of their staples was short stories designed
to entertain. As Constance once explained, “A good story serves a useful

»z24

purpose, if it makes one forget the cares of his daily life.”* Her proto-
type couple was affected by modern times, perhaps even got divorced,
but in the end reconciled, for the married state was the natural order of
things.

Thetugof war between structureand agency that existed for Constance
with respect to gender is exemplified in “The Torch in the Mist,” pub-
lished in 1915 in the popular women’s monthly Smith Magazine. The
listless wife of a lumber baron learns to appreciate her husband’s phys-
icality even as her younger sister discovers the downside of being a
suffragette, what their mother terms “the last hope of the ugly woman.”
Theyoungersister sees the wrongness of her waysand declares by story’s
end, “T only pretended—that I was really free. I wasn’t...Not being mar-
ried didn’t make me free. What is the use of all that talk, when itiséina
woman, in her natureand a part of her, to belong to the man she loves?”*

Constance was braver in respect to race. She repeatedly drew from her
British Columbian childhood to depict Aboriginal persons not as vic-
tims, as was the practice of the day, but as protagonists. Constance got
her first international triumph as a writer when in 1913 her submission
won the “twenty-one guineas prize poem competition” of Bookman, a
London review of new literature. The contest attracted two thousand
entries fromaround theworld,among them Constance’s “Songof Cradle-
Making,” which divided the first prize. The poem included a note
explaining that “the language is that of a British Columbian coast tribe
(Kwa’kiutl).” It was written from the perspective of a pregnant Aboriginal
woman hoping, in line with the gender expectations of the day, to bear

her husband a son:
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When I lifted the little cradle,
The little cradle I am making for thee,

Oh, Iknow not if thou be son—

Strong Chief, Great Fisher, Law of Woman,

As thy father is;

Or only Sorrow Woman, Patient Serving Hands,
Like thy mother.”

A year later Constance had a cycle of her Aboriginal poems, entitled
“Songs of the Coast-Dwellers,” accepted for publication in the leading
American magazine Poetry. Among the fifty-some poets appearing in the
same volume featuring Constance were Rupert Brooke, D. H. Lawrence,
Vachel Lindsay, Amy Lowell, Ezra Pound, and Carl Sandburg. In the
cycleof nine poems, Constanceagain wrote in the first person,adopting,
among other identities, that of a Kwakiutl chief at prayer after the sal-
mon catch,and a tall, proud Haida describing himself asa “conqueror of
women.” Later that year she beat out, among others, T.S. Eliot’s “The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” for second prize for best poem pub-
lished that year in Poetry. Constance’s much praised poems, written from
an Aboriginal perspective, continue to be reprinted.” By present-day
standards, Constance’s Aboriginal poems can be dismissed asappropria-
tion, but in the time she wrote they were daring for their respect of
Aboriginal people.

REFLECTIONS

THESE THEN ARE THE FIVE WOMEN I have sought to
write into British Columbian history. In each case I started with a trace.
In reading through it, or in uncovering it in the form of recollections, I
became aware that each of the women did far more than decorate the
edges of the past, so to speak. They were as integral as were men, with
their more public contributions, to the history of British Columbia and

of the North American Wests more generally.
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Each of the five women made a difference to thosearound herand, in
some cases more than others, to the larger society. All five were agents of
colonialism. Emma’s missionizing helped to reform the Tsimshian
people, just as Jessie and Annie did the children in their classrooms. In
their very separate ways, Emma, Jessie, and Annie contributed mightily
to the making of newcomer society at the expense of Aboriginal peoples,
whose continuing presence, all the same, is exemplified by Maria and
put into print by Constance. As did Jessie, Maria moderated the worst
consequences of racism for those around her.

Emma, Jessie, and Annie each took west established ways of life, much
as their American counterparts did travelling the Oregon Trail. Despite
British Columbian upbringings that could not have been more different
from each other, Maria and Constance both largely took for granted the
assumptions that the others brought from elsewhere. Emma and the
McQueens helped to transfer assumptions across generations through
schooling. Maria acted through her family, Constance through her pen.

Each of the five women’s lives was circumscribed by raceand gender,
as well as by other factors, all intersected by time and place. The British
Columbia into which Maria was born in themid-1850s and where Emma
arrived a decadeand a half later was very different by the time Constance
came of age at the end of the century. Whatever the time period, none of
the five spent theiradulthood ina single place. As women they each bore
the brunt of the moves that marked their lives. Even Constance, who
made her own decisions, had to regroup each time she hopped from one
opportunity to the next.

All five women lived in a terrain constructed by men. The skewed
gender differential in the North American Wests, which was accentu-
ated in British Columbia, gave a particular complexion to relationships
between the sexes. It was precisely for that reason Thomas Crosby lured
Emma west. Maria and Annie both discovered that the options for find-
inga man were greater than they would have been in longer settled areas.
It is probable that Maria was much more acceptable to the two men in
her life than she would have been had there been other, more racially

desirable women to choose from.
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Whatever the time and place, women were expected to defer to male
wishes, and Emma certainly did so wholeheartedly; the other women
did soa little less, in part because they were borninalater era. The gender
expectations applied to married women put on them the burden of
making a home wherever they found themselves. Jessie, in contrast, was
repeatedly made aware that she was homeless. Constance, too, suffered
from the consequences of singleness, and wrestled in her writing with
its implications, just as she did in her private life. All five were much
more constrained than comparable women living later in time.

Two of the five remained single, but the reasons Jessie and Constance
did so were quite different. Jessie’s familial status required her to pro-
vide support, which impeded her marriage. The three times she came
close, she was beset by misfortune. It is very possible that only in retro-
spect, after the death of the man of her desires, did she actually consider
him marriageable, precisely because a wedding was no longer possible.
Jessie remained all her life her parents’ daughter. So did Constance, but
in a quite different way. Her familial status as a cosseted only child
encouraged her to feel special—so special that no man entirely met her
expectations. She measured them by her much loved father: “Physically,
mentally, morally, he remains my standard of a man.” Anyone who did
manage the feat of living up to him may well have been scared off by
Constance’s very strong sense of self.

Race also links the five women. Their lives all passed during a time
period when visible distinctions based in skin colour werealmost wholly
accepted as the principle measure of human beings’ worth. Each of the
women was captured by racial assumptions. The worldwide colonial
advance in which Emma engaged had as its justification the superiority
of the newcomer’s way of life, particularly their religious predilections,
to those of indigenous peoples. Emma did not question committing her
life to converting the Tsimshian to Christianity because she genuinely
believed that her race had a divine mission to do so.

The activity Emma facilitated in the religious realm, women like the
McQueen sisters furthered in the educational dimension, and writers

like Constance in the literary domain. Jessic and Annie assumed, as did
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Emma, the rightness of their way of life, grounded in their Scots
Presbyterian upbringing, and they transported this to the classrooms of
British Columbia as a matter of course. Annie followed up in later life by
isolating her children and then moving into social reform, by which
means she sought to form a generation of women in her own image,
which was very much that of the dominant society. While Constance was
attentive to the role of Aboriginal people, her preference was for white
heroes and heroines.

The activities of these women assumed the colonizers’ racial superi-
ority. They should therefore have won out, but did they? We need to
return to Maria, who made it clear, time and again, that the people we
usually think of as being acted upon were very much actors themselves.
Her life should give us pause, for even while identified by those around
her as inferior, she repeatedly manoeuvred to make a satisfactory life for
her family and community of friends, as did her daughter, Ruby, by
throwing off her Aboriginal inheritance.

For all of the constraints exercised by race and gender, each of the
women, at some point in her life, took charge. She exercised agency in
surprising fashion. Emma decided to become a missionary wife. Maria
found two respectable husbands and then an island of her own. In the
marriage stakes Annie outmaneuvered her sister Jessie, who quietly
continued to exercise what little agency she took to herself. Constance
overthrew expectations for marriage to claim a writing life.

The more we write women into the history of the North American
Wests, the more we realize that all women, and men, matter. We each, at
some point in time, do the unexpected. We should see elements of our-
selves in at least one of these five women. Some of us act quietly, mostly
behind the scenes, as did Emma, Maria, and Jessie. Others of us like to
makeanoise, as did Annieand Constance. Whatever our disposition, we
are partof larger wholes, and by virtue of our lives we, too, are part of the

history of the North American Wests. We each make a difference.
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“THAT UNDERSTANDING
NATURE”

Region, Race, and Nation in Women's Stories from the

Modern Canadian and American Grasslands West

MOLLY P. ROZUM

“MY FIRST MEMORY of this quiet home in the Wild West is one
of terror,” wrote Annora Brown remembering life in southern Alberta,
Canada. She and her two sisters had been “turned out for an airing” on
their family’s homestead circa 1900. All three girls ambled along until,
suddenly, one of the sisters “became firmly embedded in mud.” Annora
recalled the panicin her two-year-old body: “There stood Helen, scream-
ing with helplessness, rooted in gumbo. There I stood, rooted to the

»1

path, in terror of T knew not what.”” Sticky gumbo terrified Brown. The
pairing of “quiet” and “Wild West” in this memory is clearly meant to be
ironic. Readers might have expected marauding cowboys or an encoun-
ter with Native Americans to follow her invocation of “terror” in the

“Wild West,” not gumbo mud. Readers who were familiar with prairie
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landscapes,however,would haverecognized astickyold foe. Throughout
herautobiography, based on a lifetime of firsthand experience and study,
Annora Brown asserted her place in the grasslands West by claiming
expert knowledge about the region’s natural environments.

Women who came of age in the Canadian and U.S. northern grass-
lands in the first half of the twentieth century left numerous writings
that begin to suggest the contours of a post-conquest, modern western
regionalism and the significant roles women played in the region’s cre-
ation.” To better understand how women placed themselves in the
modern West in relation to the settlement generation, masculine narra-
tive traditions,and American and Canadian national western myths, this
essay explores the autobiographical writings of three women, Annora
Brown from Alberta (1899—1987), Era Bell Thompson of North Dakota
(1905-1986), and Thorstina Jackson Walters, who grew up in a transna-
tional, Manitoba—North Dakota community (1887-1956)." These three
women are relative contemporaries, each a representative of second-
generation grasslands residents (they considered their parents “the
pioneers”), but located in diverse communities running from east to
west across the prairies and plains, and from north to south over the
49th parallel. Though they published their books at different life cycle
moments, the three women shared the same general historic times (the
late 1800s to the mid-1940s), their self-identification as westerners, and
anattachment to theecologyand history of the continental northern grass-
lands. Historian Hal Barron has described this period as the “second
great transformation in the northern countryside.” Regional landscapes
were being transformed from wild grasslands to commercial crop acre-
ages, but development had not yet reached the “Great Disjuncture” of
the post-World War II years when agriculture consolidated intensely
and became fully mechanized.*

Annora Brown, who is discussed first, became a regionally known
painter of prairie subjects, primarily grasslands flora and Blackfoot
Native American scenes. She wrote as she entered her senior years, when
memory often becomes both hazy and acute. Working with her memory

was “like living with a poltergeist,” she said, with “fragmentary memories
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buzz[ing] about angrily.” This essay draws on her ideas about the grass-
landsWestasshesetthemoutinSketches fromLife(1981),herwell-documented
autobiography, and Old Man’s Garden (1954), a prairie plant lore collec-
tion based on historic observations of the grasslands and legends she
collected from the Blackfoot Nation.® Brown is discussed first because
her narratives provide the clearest evidence of a distinct modern
women’s way of laying claim to western land. Her writings also best sug-
gest themes important to comparative study of Canadian and American
mythic Wests. Era Bell Thompson’s autobiography moves the analysis
from Canada to the U.S. side of the 49th parallel. She moved from an
Iowa city to rural North Dakota when she was a child and published
American Daughter(1946) in midlife after winninga fellowship for regional
writers. Living in Chicago, she wrote explicitly to explain the presence
of a Dakota-identified African-American to a nation not too familiar
with either a realistic North Dakota or its multicultural population.
Thompson wrote the autobiography just before she started a long career
as editor for Ebony magazine.” The final case study focuses on Thorstina
Jackson Walters, who lived in Icelandic communities on both sides of
the 49th parallel in Manitoba and North Dakota. As a borderland resi-
dent she was uniquely exposed to the culture and history of both the
Canadian and American Wests. Walters also received a regional fellow-
ship in the 1940s to write Modern Sagas (1953), a unique combination of
autobiographyand Icelandic community history. She collected material
for her study for most of her life, first finishing her father’s long-time
project of recording pioneer family histories of Icelandic immigration
to Canada and the United States, then moving beyond him to complete
a sociological interpretation of the same community with added analy-
sisofher generation. Until multiplesclerosis began degradinghernervous
system, Walters promoted Icelandic-North American history and for-
eign relations ona lecture circuit that saw her travel among Canada, the
U.S.,and Iceland.®

This sample of three women’s autobiographies begins to answer sev-
eralimportantquestions. Classic Canadian narratives centerona peaceful,

orderly West, while the more popularly well-known American West
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holds violence and risk at its core. Did such national mythologies make
a difference in the self-presentation of these three women, though they
lived in an ecologically unified region? Canada and the United States
share mythicattachments to the West as a “manly” space, even though
the conceptions of manhood are not the same. The representative
Canadian western man is identified with duty, courtesy, and calm, and
can seem almost feminine when compared to the wild, aggressive, rug-
gedly independent, and too-frequently brutal American western man.’
Given the persistence of male-inspired icons (and the values, norms, and
ideals they stand for), such as the farmer, rancher, cowboy, and Mounted
Policeman, how did modern women writers locate themselves in the
West? Finally, what, if anything, competes with region, nation, and gen-
der in the ways each woman represented her western life and times?
Examined individually in the sections that follow, the writings of
Brown, Thompson, and Walters suggest that their generation claimed
the West as a birthright and possessed its land by developing physical
and emotional affinities with prairiesand plains landscapes. They relied
more on regional and racial identities than on national affiliations to
represent the lives they lived in their unique corners of the grasslands.
If men laid claim to the land with legal titles to farms and ranches,
women claimed land by acquiring regional environmental knowl-

»1o0

edge. Brown referred to this process as becoming “one with Nature.
Environmental historian Richard White has called it “knowing place.”™
Many women gained legal title to homesteads, and women may have
sometimes thought about land in the same ways men did, hoping, for
example, that commercial agriculture would be profitable.” Men, too,
surely acquired a sense of place. What is distinctive about these women’s
narratives is the emphasis placed on appreciation of a general grasslands
aesthetic sense rather than ona profound manly effort to tame the grass-
lands with commercial agriculture. If Brown, Thompson, and Walters
were typical regional representatives, then their narratives show how
central an ecological consciousness was to twentieth-century western

women’s identities. Only racial status concerned them as much.
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AS THE DAUGHTER of a Canadian Mountie, Annora Brown
could have employed stock characters and emphasized familiar mythic
themes in her autobiography. But she did so only selectively. Instead,
sticky gumbo symbolized her place in the West more than her father’s
service with the North West Mounted Police, the group credited in
Canadian history for establishing law and order in the West. She found
the iconic Mountie appealing when she was a child. Brown recalled how
she used to study old photographs of her father in “scarlet tunics and
yellow leg-stripes.” Even then, however, it was “in my imagination”
only, she wrote, that she could see her father “still in uniform.” He had
not worn a Mountie uniform since before she was born. She remem-
bered, also, how during childhood she felt that the Mounted Police
barracks “belonged to me.” Brown, however, never knew her fatherasa
Mountie. In her lifetime her father found duty only in the mundane
actions of a town bureaucrat. As an adult, she chose to provide readers
with a realistic portrait of him. Brown stressed her father’s economic
insecurity. An economic depression drove her father out of England to
the Canadian West. Then, although he wished to farm in the West, he
joined the Mounted Police because he lacked the money to develop a
government homestead. He could not even ride a horse before he joined
the Mounted Police.” Her father’s lack of skill and desperate motives for
joining the police force do not come across as heroic. Brown could have
presented a myth-sustaining story of her father’s involvement in estab-
lishing law and order in the Canadian West. By locating her awe of the
Mountie in her own childhood, however, and then juxtaposing that
admiration with a more realistic history of her father, Brown suggested
the oversimplification at the core of mythic icons. Her father’s story
undercuts the standard attributes of the beloved Canadian Mountie.
Similarly, when she claimed to be related on her mother’s side to the
“Colonel William Frederick (Buffalo Bill) Cody of Wild West Fame,”
Brown invoked a quintessential, popular U.S. western man.” Again,

however, Brown chose not to engage in mythmaking. The brave, forceful
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Buffalo Bill signaled her West no more than a methodical, manly
Mountie.

Justassherefrained from turning her bureaucrat father into a mythi-
cal Mountie, Brown refrained from tellinga traditional western narrative
of rurallife.Indeed, she depicted her family leaving theland for the nearby
town of Fort Macleod in her very first chapter. Her clearest memory of
leaving centered on patting goodbye the “soft nose of the gentle farm
horse” named Queenie.” Brown covered in very few lines the rural con-
quest that typically consumes entire memoirs.” She continued to demote
the traditional ruralhomesteading story when she used municipal growth
to symbolize conquest. She recalled gazing at streets and avenues laid

out but torn apart for the installation of water and sewer pipes:

Gangs of men laid out straight lines of sticks and cords along the
streets and then began to dig deep trenches so the pipes would be
safe from winter frosts. With what interest I watched these men
disappear! First the feet, then knees and hips, then shoulders,
and finally heads; all the while a spray of gravel and earth flew
from their shovels to the side of the pit [until,| finally, it seemed
to come magically from the earth itself. The head of a shovel, a
spray of gravel, emptiness; the head of a shovel, a spray of gravel,
emptiness.

...The prairie sun beat down on a level plain sprinkled with
houses. All down the street was a row of trenches ten or twelve
feet long, separated by two-foot-long bridges of earth, each

trench accompanied by a pile of gravel.”

>FIGURE 6.1: Annora Brown (center) at play on the prairie, Fort Macleod, Alberta. The
photograph is taken from one of her scrapbooks, under which is penned, “Rubble from ditch in
backgr ound.” [Courtesy of the University of Alberta Archives, ($3-116-16-2)]

>FIGURE 6.2: Annora Brown and her father, Edmund Forster Brown, outside their Fort
Macleod home in the middle of well-developed gardens and mature trees, “about 1950.” In one
of her scrapbooks, Brown compares this photograph with another taken at the same location
“about 1911,” when the only landscape feature was worn-to-the-dirt prairie.

[Courtesy of the University of Alberta Archives, (83-116-17-2)]
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By connecting the prairie sun with pipesand alevel plain with houses,
Brown is deliberately pairing nature and development. The beauty she
saw was a manmade counterpoint to the “great prairie distances, high
skies, foothills, [and] blue mountains” shealso admired. Along with water
and sewer pipes, Brown noted the introductions of telephones, electri-
city, plumbing, gas heat, and automobiles. Her West included modern
amenities that ran counter to the stereotypical image of the West as an
isolated wilderness.” Thevignettealso related the development of Brown’s
identityasanartist. The memory celebratesherearlyartisticsight.Indeed,
one of the main themes of Brown’s autobiography is the process by
which she established herself asa professional artist in a male-dominated
artworld,ata time and in a place where the regional population seemed
to her little interested in art generally, prairie landscapes even less.

Thestereotypical “wild” and “orderly” opposition between American
and Canadian Wests does make one appearance in Brown’s autobiogra-
phy. Brown remembered how she “avidly” listened to stories from her
father’s“colourful past”and treasured his memories as “the very stuff from
which the country had been built.” Once she overheard a conversation
between her father and another old-timer about when the latter was a
young man. The old-timer explained that he left Indiana for the West
after hisfiancé“waskilled.” “I was pretty wild,” he said. “I come west and
I was a pretty wild one.... T was all strung up and nervous and lost my
temper easy. ‘Dynamite’ they called me and I was pretty handy with my
gun—too handy with it—but that wasn’t me, you know.” Later, the man
headed north to Canada, where he bought land, married, and helped
raise two children. The shift in the man’s location from the American
West to the Canadian West corresponded to a change, in Brown’s words,
from “wild one” to “good citizen,” the stereotypical opposition between
men in the American and Canadian Wests.” The anecdote also rein-

forced belief ina special male healing power intrinsic to North America’s

<FIGURE 6.3: Inaddition to her prairic flova watercolors, Annora Brown became well
known regionally for paintings of Native Americans in the Blackfoot Confederacy, such as this
camp scene. She lived near the Piegan Reserve, and her scrapbooks include many photographs
of local First Nations peoples and photos of her paintings depicting them.

[Courtesy of the University of Alberta Archives, (83-116-17-12)]
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western spaces. A “virgin” territory allowed a broken man to conquer his
feelings for a woman as he rebuilt his masculinity. A West where a dam-
aged man might renew himself by acting wild in the wilderness (in the
United States) or one where he could start over and settle comfortably as
aresponsible family man despite injury (in Canada)are two variations of
one escapist theme.” With this story Brown seems to be supporting
national western stereotypes, but it is unclear whether Brown in her
recalling or the old-timer in the telling invoked the national difference.

Brown used a specific environmental definition of wild that did not
mean lawless or uncivilized (in accordance with U.S. tradition). Nor did
itmeananuncharted orisolated wilderness(inaccordance with Canadian
tradition). For Brown wild meant the natural prairie, plains, and river-
bankenvironments—thegumbo—ofheryouth.Mostoftheautobiography
explains how Brown became “one” with the prairie as a girl; how she
explored that prairie intellectually and physically as a young adult; and
how she retreated to these grasslands with paint and memory for most
of her adult life. After witnessing the distress of the 1930s, she described
how the “white man hoed out” native grasslands plants “with merciless
determination” and provincial agricultural departments classified wild
roses as weeds. The familiarity with Blackfoot traditional culture that
she gained from her Blackfoot friends helped her to see the conflict in
the reclassification of sweet grass from “sacred” plant to “noxious weed.”
As Brown wrote her autobiography in the 1970s, when many people
were awakening to a new environmental awareness, she explained how
“much of the public was not yet ready for it” in the 1950s, when she first
published her plant lore book.”

What Brown termed the “Wild East” tamed her Wild West.” To her
the “Wild East” consisted of uncontrollableagricultural industrialization
represented by increasing crop acreages, unsustainable grazing, and the
bulldozers, tractors, and automobiles that rolled over native plant life.
Brown wanted to freeze the environmental configuration of the prairie
of her youthand halt development after conquest admitted her family to
the region. She critiqued the industrial culture that destroyed grass-

lands, but she did not see herself as part of these forces. Brown saw
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herself as organically prairie, in the same tradition by which Native peo-
ples claimed the placeashomeland. Sheand her Blackfoot friendsaligned
in attitude against the powers of commercialization that threatened the
prairie they all loved. This alliance meant that Brown could deny the
differences in status and power that accrued to her from past territorial
conquest, which had been rationalized in large part by ideas of racial
superiority.” Individual claims to the land made by generations of peo-
plesuch as Brown, who were of imperial national heritage but born and
raised on the grasslands, served to entrench national claims of owner-
ship by conquestand/or treaty. Even if she considered herself a friend of
the Blackfoot, Brown appropriated Native peoples’ lands and furthered
the conquest of her parents’ generation by intellectual and artistic, not
treaty and territorial, methods.

When Brown mentioned Old West or mythic themes, she often did so
when referring to her parents’ generation. Sporadically, Brown noted
how her mother and father often shared “recollections” of what Brown
called “the old, old West,” such as “long lines of oxen-drawn Red River
carts” and “precarious crossing of the Lethbridge coulees” in the early
years.” Accepting her pioneering parents’ role in the conquest of the West
allowed her to identify with classic western themes through them (and
the pioneer generation generally), which freed her to write about differ-
ent themes in her own life. Brown also indirectly challenged the crucial
connection between classic western men and their West, agricultural
mastery of the land, when she made intimate knowledge of prairie ecol-

ogy key to a distinctive women’s way of claiming regional land.

* %k

“TO MANY, I'was the First Black Child in a land that is still burying
it’s [sic| First White Children,” explained Era Bell Thompson of her
experiences growing up on the prairies and plains of North Dakota.*
She titled the first chapter of her autobiography “Go West, Black Man™”
and placed the decision of her family’s move to the West squarely with

her father. In this and many ways, Thompson’s is a typical prairie story.
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The family followed her father’s brother, who had migrated before and
steadily praised Dakota land and life. In anticipation of the move, her
mother had “tears in her eyes” and worried about howling coyotes and
social isolation. However, Thompson’s autobiography also continues the
post-Civil War journey of African-Americans to find a secure place in
America. Her grandparents left Virginia to find opportunity in the “great
Northwest,” and Thompson’s father wandered all over the country work-
ingasa cook, restaurant owner,and janitor before settling in lowa, where
Era Bell was born. Expecting the U.S. West to be marked male more than
white, Thompson’s father embraced the profession of farming as one of
the few respectable occupations open to black men. Thompson recalled
her father trying to convince her mother that they should, as he said,
“take the boys to Dakota.” Thompson explained that the move was the
last hope of her father “to find a new home in the wide open spaces,
where there was freedom and equal opportunity for a man with three
sons. Three sons and a daughter,” she added, including herself, though
her father seemed little concerned about her when he made the decision
to “go west.”*

Thompson carried with her to North Dakota many romantic and rac-
istimagesof the U.S. West. One theme of herautobiographyis the gradual
throwing-off of western stereotypes. To begin with, the move evoked fan-
tasies of “going to fight theIndians,and ride the range in search of buffalo.”
But snow was not an appropriate setting for “dreams of Indians.” An ill-
fated search for Indians continually interrupts her story. Once she
thought she saw a settlement of Indians, but the mass of tents turned
out to be pitched forareligious revival. She dreamed frequently of escap-
ing to “live with the Indians.” Instead she found Indians confined to
reservations and day schools. The “little girls in pale blue dresses” at the

Indian school did not measure up to her preconceptions. Horse rides

<FIGURE 6.4: Amock-up of the dust jacket for the 1946 University of Chicago Press
publication of Era Bell Thompson’s autobiography, American Daughter. Thompson
received a fellowship from the Newberry Library’s “Midwestern Studies” initiative,
Sfunded in turn by a grant-in-aid from The Rockefeller Foundation in New York City.

[Courtesy of the Newberry Library Archives, Office of the President, Stanley Pargellis Papers (03/05/03, Box 3, Folder 94),
and also courtesy of the University of Chicago Press, Illinois]
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caused her to imagine herself amidst “cowboys in a Western thriller.”
Since no Indians ever chased her, she also remembered the difficulty she
had sustaining this western fantasy. When she attended the Mandan
rodeo, she “loved” the “Indian war dances” most. It was a “picturesque
thing, weird and exotic,” with “bloodcurdling yells” and “chiefs and war-
riors wearing long headdresses and carrying hatchets in their fringed
buffalo pants.” All of her childhood searching, however, led to no buffa-
loes, “no wigwams, no squaws, no warriors,” and no “red” faces.” Even a
college-aged Thompson imagined “Indian ceremonial fires” in the burn-
ing surface-coal mines of the prairie night and “could almost see the red
men dancing about the blaze, copper bodies bending, hatchets shining
in the eerielight.” Though she showed empathy in wanting to “live with
the Indians,” Thompson also resisted a direct association. She recalled
one celebration when she joined a circle dance with “the squaws,” but
noted also how she quit when “some brash individual asked what tribe I
belonged to.”*

As her sensitivity to racial classification indicates, skin color distin-
guished herfamilyin theDakota West. U.S.law did notbar theThompson
family from owning western land, but Era Bell and her brothers suf-
fered many incidents of racial prejudice and much de facto segregation.
Children stared and voiced racial slurs. One even screamed at the sight
of ayoung Era Bell. A theater manager refused her a main floor seat. Her
school textbooks argued blacks were innately inferior.” But Thompson
also took some comfort in the “the world,” as she phrased it, that truly
lived in North Dakota. She lived with only handfuls of African-American
andJewish people, but found diversity in thestate’slarge European immi-
grant and Native American populations. Thompson was not the only
girl who looked different. Indians “wore native clothes” and Icelandic,
German-Russian, and Norwegian immigrants donned Old World cos-
tumes. Many peoplesounded differentas they “spoke the mothertongue,”
and families celebrated a host of different traditions according to vari-
ous “ways of the fatherland.” She recalled how shefelt she could “share”
their “foreign peasantry.” Thompson identified with what she called the

“second generation,” a cohort of young people making their way in
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America between two worlds, the Old and New, only her two worlds were
white and black.*

Although Thompson appreciated the diversity she found in North
Dakota, she still felt compelled to try living in a predominately African-
American community. One by one she saw her brothers leave the farm to
join black communities in St Paul, Minnesota, and elsewhere. She soon
followed them to St Paul, but where her brothers found fellowship, she
felt “hemmed in, apart from the rest of the world.” She found herself
surrounded by Minnesota’s verdant growth, but longing to see “one rag-
ged tumbleweed” and “onealkaline slough.”* She viewed a life in North
Dakotawith moreambivalencethandidherbrothers.Thompsonexplained,
“Three times I came down from the prairies to live with ‘my people’and
twice I returned to my plains.”*

Thompson’s attachment to what she called “my plains” competed
with a desire to live in an African-American community. Looking back
from the middle of the twentieth century, Thompson realized that the
sensory complexity of what she called “prairie silence” became a force
pulling her home to the grasslands. She described “still days, silent, hot,
motionless days when not a blade of grass stirred, not a stalk of grain
moved. Youdidn’t talk much then, you hated to break the prairiesilence,
the magic of its stillness, for you had that understanding with Nature,
that treaty with God.” Silence magnified the details of the land: “tum-
blingtumbleweeds,” wild roses, purplecrocuses,and even snowappeared
quietly striking. But silence also had qualities one could feel and see—
the “warm silence of twilight,” for example. And silence could be seen
and heard in the hills of grain fields “whispering gold, undulating ever
so softly in the bated breeze.” She explained to readers that although
“thesilence wore hard on those who did not belong,” it was essential for
those suited to the place. When she visited two friends, single sisters, on
their homestead, she recalled that the three of them automatically
“lapsed into prairie silence.””

Thompson laid claim to land in the West as she explained the growth
of an affinity with “prairie silence” that no other member of the family

but her father, ironically, seemed to share. “Something in the vast still-
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ness,” she understood, “spoke to Pop’s soul.”** He had believed he and
his sons would share the West, but in the end it was heand his daughter
who developed the same attachment. After his sons left, her father
moved into town. His vision did not includea land-inheriting daughter.
Thompson enjoyed the countrysideand feltathomein it, but there isno
evidence she pursued or even desired a homestead of her own. Her sense
of the land signaled a feeling of place in a way that legally owned land
sometimes did not. She developed a visceral attachment to the natural
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environment, including the “nature™ of commercial grain fields. Her
West privileged the senses, not gender or race.

Thompson’s environmental West also included a popular West. Even
as she began to substitute real Native Americans for those of myth and to
comprehend thecomplexityofthegrasslands’naturalhabitat, Thompson
began to embrace popular western imagery anew. Only now she did so
froman insider’s perspective, one that let her use such imagery to enter-
tain her readers. This “popular” West was already thriving on the
grasslands when Thompson and her family arrived. She recalled how on
winter evenings her uncle told “hard-to-believe” pioneer tales, and her
cousin played on the harmonica sad, slow “cowboy laments” about the
“lone prairies.” Stories and lyrics about stock western characters—the
pioneer and the cowboy—kept mythicimageryaliveand appreciated on
a tale-telling level. As tourism began to develop in the early twentieth-
century West, western peoples used mythic Wests to their advantage.”
Thompson recalled how American Indians near Mandan left their reser-
vations “to greet the tourist trains.” In her late teenage years, Thompson,
alreadyabuddingwriter, began tofictionalize the “commonplace events”
of her extended family in the West for the prominent African-American
Chicago Defender newspaper. The popularity of her father’s manly West
lived on in the “colored pen pals beyond the hills” who wrote to her lit-
erary persona “Dakota Dick,” a man she identified as “a bad, bad cowboy
from the wild and wooly West.” Looking back on this creative endeavor,
she observed “The Mandan Chamber of Commerce could not have done
better,” presumably to distinguish and sell the small western city.* The

“commonplace” situations she fictionalized in a mythic West style as a
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teenager involved some of the same people and places she wrote about
at midlife in her autobiography. In this way, both myth (“Dakota Dick™)
and anti-myth (her autobiography) were real in the twentieth century,
because Thompson had embraced both the popular West she hawked to
eager readers and the realistic day-to-day West in which she once lived.
Shehoped mid-twentieth-century readerswould find the latteranappeal-
ing story too. By the early twentieth century, western residents like
Thompson could embrace popular western elements without feeling
that such imagery defined genuine life in the West.

As much as Thompson embraced the stock characters of the U.S.
mythicWest,shedid not seem awareof any mythsassociated with Canada’s
West. Other than a train trip through Canada, her only mention of the
Canadian West involved an incident shehad with 1920s U.S.Prohibition-
era, law-breaking Canadian “rum runners.” The episode occurred at a
time when she had returned to her father’s home to be with him when
he died (of natural causes)and while she was living in his used furniture
store. The “booze truck began making regular runs from Canada,” she
explained, and continued on to describe a special clientele that loitered
around herfather’sstore, waiting for deliveries. Sheslept witha “revolver
under my pillow.” Expecting a drunken attack one night, she stood at
the screen door with the gun in hand. When her cat scared her, she
pulled the trigger, fainted, dropped the gun, and woke up later wonder-
ing what had happened. Although the incident provides comic relief in
the middle of one of her most serious chapters, the humor emerged as
she thought back on that girl with a gun, not from what she actually
experienced at that time in her life.

Thompson could have engaged in mythmaking or debunking, but
she chose not to take or did not recognize the opportunity. Certainly,
Thompson’s boundary “runners” do not conform to the law-abiding men
of Canadian myth (though their clients seem to fit stereotypical “wild”
American men).” Nevertheless, the realistic rendition of this illegal
exchange has the effect of undermining classic icons key to a popular
U.S. West. A cat, a truck,and an armed girl injected a subtle realism that

ran counter to popular expectations for mythic cowboys with guns and
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horses. Similarly, inebriated men and illegal transactions might be set in
an Old West saloon, but not outside a furniture store. Thompson’s insist-
ence that the West provide the frame for her life story, together with her
realistic style, however, worked against widespread mythic preconcep-
tions that she argued were part of the reason she desired to publish her
autobiography.

Thompson explained to the regional fellowship committee that she
wanted to write about both the “remote and isolated” North Dakota (a
“little known state...God Forgot”)and the “humorous incidents” of her
“Negro family” in the West.” Many people she encountered, black and
white, felt that anyone who came from Dakota, regardless of race, must
have lived in the “strange white world.” It was odd to meet a black self-
identified Dakotan, but the state’s reputation as a “frozen wilds” of ice
and snow madeall of its residents exotic.” Thompson wanted these peo-
plestill caughtupbyamythicWesttoknowarealistic Dakota environment
and to know also that a black woman claimed this western region as her
own.

As she told her life story, Thompson critiqued American race rela-
tionsas wellas the U.S. West. Indeed, publishers seemed more interested
in what her life revealed about race relations than they were in what she
said about the West. (Never mind that regional life ostensibly was the
primary focus of the fellowship program that supported her writing.)
One publisher remarked that “between the lines of her narrative, one
cansechersolution [to America’s race problem)|, although shenever presses
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it or uses sociological language.”* But Thompson gave race and region
nearly equal importance. She described the grasslandsasa “country that
is new and free and strangely beautiful.”** These words flow out of clas-
sic manly western themes of starting over, taming wilderness, and
finding freedom. When it was Thompson, and not her brothers, however,
who laid claim to theland by embracing its environmental aesthetic, she
indirectly challenged the manly West that originally pulled her father
and his family to Dakota. Even the simple inclusion of a moderately suc-
cessful “middle class” black family in the West countered dominant

perceptions of the West’s whiteness. The uncle and other black families
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who madeappearances in her western story and the persistent attention
she paid to the multicultural population of Dakota argued that diver-
sity was central to the real West and, by extension, to America. Her mother
and father both died and were buried on the prairie, providing her a
lasting tie to a grasslands West. Nevertheless, the lack of opportunity
her brothers found in the West and the racism Thompson experienced
in “free” Dakota showed that troubled race relations had a history in all
of America’s regions, not only the South. Racist people and ideas lived
evenintheWest, thearchetypal placeof Americanopportunity. Thompson
herself struggled with the country’s deeply condoned racism against
Native peoplesastheyappeared inthemythicU.S.Westsheonceembraced
(until she became an insider and had real relationships with Natives).
Thompson eventually left the prairieand settled in Chicago, the city she
described as “the crossroads of America,” where she found black com-
munities as well as a multicultural diversity similar to that of North
Dakota.” Although she left the place physically, the important roles the
Westand itsenvironment playedinhernarrativesuggestthat Thompson’s

departure from the grasslands West was never complete.

* %k

THORSTINA JACKSON WALTERS situated her narrative of
Icelandic immigration in a western frame but, like Thompson, her story
of Icelanders in North America focused as much on racial identity as it
did on laying claim to western land. Walters made clear her western roots
in the title of her introductory chapter, “I Grew Up with the Pioneers.”
Similarly, using classic manly West phrasing, she cited an 1860sIcelandic
proponent of immigration who, she said, urged, “Go to America, young
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men.”* For Walters, the Wests of Canada and the United States became
one denationalized Amerfku, a word used to denote all of the North
American West. When Icelanders “felt the urge to take up the trail to the
West,” they started by crossing an ocean. Once in Amertku, Icelanders
lived an international cultural life, crossing and re-crossing the 49th

parallel. In the 1880s a religious dispute, for example, sent Icelanders
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from Winnipeg, Manitoba, to North Dakota, while during the early twen-
tieth century Icelanders from North Dakota moved back to Canada to
claim newly opened prairie. Walters’ father immigrated to Winnipeg,
then toNorth Dakota(whereThorstina wasborn),and retired in Winnipeg.
Walters grew up in North Dakota but attended college in Winnipeg.
Well into the twentieth century, she claimed, this North American immi-
grant population operated as “loosely federated Icelandic colonies in
the U.S.and Canada.””

Walters argued that Icelanders shared with their regional neighbors
acommon “desire to conquera wilderness,” but when she explained what
motivated Icelanders in the North American West, she turned to what
sheheld tobe the coreIcelandicideals of “liberty, culture,advancement.”
She claimed agriculture as “the staff of life” and asserted that Icelandic
“heritage” was one of a “rural civilization,” using language that suggests
astrong connection to the theme of manly land transformation. But she
mentioned her father’s work as farmer in North Dakota only once.
Instead, she praised her father’s library and language skills, and her
mother’s milkhouse and midwifery expertise. Walters’ father found his
most important place in the family living room, reading aloud from tra-
ditional Icelandic sagas, while her mother prepared traditional foods
andsangballads.TheIcelandersof her generation had awestern “Adventure
in Education,” which frequently took them, the sons and daughters of
the pioneers, off the land into the professions as scholars, doctors, writ-
ers, musicians, and lawyers. Even the farmers of her generation had the
“desirefor education inagriculture” and became “Master Farmers” who
contributed to the “scientific development of American agriculture.”
Walters created a uniquely Icelandic western persona based on cultiva-
tion of the intellect first, and the land second. Both women and men
could become her typical, idealized westerner: educated, good-natured,
and poetic.”

Walters passed over opportunities to distinguish between American

and Canadian Wests, which suggested that she and the community she

>FIGURE 6.5: Ayoung Thorstina Jackson Walters with her father, Thotleifur Jéakimsson.
[Courtesy of the Institute for Regional Studies, North Dakota State University, Fargo (2010.2.1)]
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presented did not absorb nation-specific western imagery and ideas (at
least ona level that was important enough for her to include). She noted,
for example, that “disregard for the law of the land was all too preva-
lent” in the United States, as represented by the “berserk shooting and
robbing” as committed by iconic western outlaws Frank and Jessie
James. She showed no awareness, however, that regard for the law was
any different in the Canadian West (though this may have been implied
in her exclusion of Canada in this observation). “Custer’s last stand
against their [Indians’] fury was still on everybody’s lips,” and the “war-
like mood” of the “Indians” in Canada thatled to the 1885 Riel Rebellion,
according to Walters, seemed to cause equal anxiety in early Icelandic
settlers. Walters recalled visiting Métis communities in her North
Dakota neighborhood and referred to them as “French-Canadian half
breeds.” That there were Canadian-identified Natives on the U.S. side of
the international boundary did not seem unusual to her. In this
Manitoba—North Dakota borderlands area, both Métis and Ameriku-
Icelanders had “people...scattered on both sides of the boundary line.”
Walters did write of the historic competition by Canada and the United
States for Icelanders who would “populateand build up the vastareas of
the central part of the American continent.” She related one occurrence
whenan immigrantagent “in the service of the Dominion Government”
and a representative from the U.S. Icelandic community both met a
group of “165 Icelanders who had just landed on the Canadian shores at
Quebec.” The group split, with the majority staying on in Canada, and
50 crossing the boundary to the United States.” Here Walters empha-
sized the positive qualities of Icelandic immigrants, not those ideals
voiced by the agents of the two nations vying for settlers.

Loving reminiscences of their family home, made from “hand-hewn
oak logs,” and a chapter titled “The Winding Road from the Log Cabin,”
about the rise to prominence of Icelandic youth, however, suggest that
Walters knew classic U.S. symbolism well.” The log cabin had been
linked to U.S. westward expansion as far back as the eighteenth century,
when immigrant settlers flowing through the Delaware valley (origi-

nally New Sweden) picked up the Finnish design and building method
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as they made their way to the backcountry West.™ Walters talked about
“uswholived on thefringeof thefrontier”and viewed TheodoreRoosevelt’s
well-known cowboy tradition in North Dakota’s western badlands as a
version of her own heritage. She “never tired of hearing my mother tell
about her journey from Iceland to the Dakota plains,” a story reinforced
by her father’s collection of “pioneering” tales.” With these reference
points, Waltersattached theIcelandicimmigrant experience in the West
to the traditional American ideal of opportunity forall.

Unlike the serious tone of her discussion of pioneer success, which
seemed to accept western myth uncritically, Walters told other stories in
a way that undermined mythic West meanings. These tales focused on
incidents passed down in the Icelandic community and were collected
from the experiences of her contemporaries. For example, she turned
her good friend’s experience herding cattle one summer when he was a
boy into what she called a typical “Wild West thriller.” Walters empha-
sized how thisyoung “cowboy” fought “relentless” mosquitoes by wearing
a hat of blue netting for protection. This was not a typical mythic story
that revolved around a rugged cowboy donning a Stetson hat and fight-
ing “Indians.” She did something similar to a story passed on in the
Icelandic community about a North Dakota 1880s “Wild-West frontier
town.” While Walters included all of the classic elements of a mythic
western, mentioning a “new saloon,” “beer bottles,” and people in the
streets “shooting revolvers into theair,” this “wild” town turns out to be
holding onlya “noisy” celebration for the grand opening of the new tav-
ern. It was only friendly revelers with no targets who shot their guns.
Moreover, the central character of this story,a preacher, soughta “peace-
fulhaven” on the edge of town “near the tent of the Indian,” the opposite
of what might happen in a cross-cultural encounter in the U.S. mythic
West.* With this type of vignette Walters had fun with western myth
and with her readers, too. By linking classic western language with real-
isticstoriesof day-to-daylivingin the West, Waltersindirectly challenged
myth.

The majority of Walters’ narrative, however, focused on the serious

value of Icelandic democratic and racial cultures to North American
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communities. She argued that both the United States and Canada came
to valueIcelandicsettlers because theyalready “had a democraticappre-
ciation of other people’s achievements.” Walters asked readers to recall
that it was the Norse Vikings in 930 who established in Iceland “the first
democraticbody of its kind North of the Alps.” Icelanders indeed, accord-
ing to ancient sagas, belonged in both Canada and the United States,
because “Leif Ericsson and other Vinland heroes” had originally discov-
ered the New World.” Traditional Icelandic democraticexperience related
towhat Waltersimplied wastheveryimportantracial fitnessof Icelanders
for the continent. She argued that Icelanders aimed only to give “the
best in the Icelandic racial inheritance to the adopted country,” and as
late as the 1950s she wrote that “individualism is still their most pro-
nounced racial trait.” Walters never thought of Icelanders as ethnic, she
always identified them as a race. It is probable that part of Walters’
emphasis on racial characteristics came from living the prime of her life
during a time when scientific racism rose in acceptance.” A heritage of
“Viking blood and its pristine purity,” she implied, meant Icelandicstock
could replenish blood clouded by the supposedly less-advanced races.
The promotion of the purity of the Icelandic racealso may have grown
out of fears that came with original Icelandic North American settlers.
Walters repeated stories passed down from the 1870s that suggested how
Icelanders might be targeted for violence, “eaten alive by red-skinned
savages” in the “far West,” or “worse yet, be driven to the deep South of
the United States and thrown into slavery like Negroes.” The first

Icelanders feared they could become a race classed forever apart from

>FIGURE 6.6: Thorstina Jackson Walters delivered lectures to promote better relations
among the people of Iceland, Canada and the United States. The back side of this pamphlet
tncludes endorsements for Walters’ talks from, among others, Arctic explorer Vilhjalmur
Stefansson, Isaiah Bowman, director of the American Geographical Society, Louts C. Tiffany
of New York City, and a representative of Duluth State Teachers College. Listeners described
her lectures as “interesting,” “instructive,” and “entertaining.” One audience member thought
her presentation “unite[d] the best tradition of theIcelandic family sagas with the finest
spirit of American democracy.” Stefansson, a personal friend, grew up in the same Icelandic
Manitoba-North Dakota community as did Walters (he is the young “cowboy” who fought
“relentless” mosquitoes in what Walters dubbed a typical “Wild West thriller”).

[Courtesy of the Institute for Regional Studies, North Dakota State University, Fargo (Mss 630, Box 3, Folder 3)]
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the mainstream, rather than how Walters wanted to present Icelanders,
that is, as a race simultaneously capable of assimilation and of making
cultural contributions that would strengthen the continent’s peoples.
Thisolder fear echoed during World WarI,and Walters recalled how her
generation “proceeded very cautiously” in the promotion of heritage orga-
nizations, such astheIcelandic National League. For her own part, Walters
thanked her mother for early instruction on “racial equality” (she had
been “frightened” by Métis children she encountered when her mother
was delivering a baby, and questioned whether God had made “those
black children”).” The perceived potential for established North American
socicties to exclude Icelanders based on race shaped Walters” writing,
rather than a desire to prohibit other races from taking their equal place.
Even though Walters’ main agenda was to praise Icelanders as desir-
ablesettlers,shetoo, likeBrownand Thompson, used theidea of becoming
“one” with land to define a western identity. Her grasslands identity
existed alongside pride in her Icelandicheritage. She viewed the “bright
summer nights and the flaming Northern Lights of the winter season”
in Iceland as parallel to “the opalescent colors of daybreak” and “the
fiery brilliance of the sunset” in North Dakota. Similarly, she explained
howherhusband, the painterEmileWalters, observed that North Dakota’s
badlands and Iceland’s sub-artic terrain created similar artistic “prob-
lems”; the two areas attracted him because of their similar “stark,”
lonely qualities. But Thorstina was also quick to highlight the willing-
ness of her people to exchange Icelandic poppies for prairie roses and
thrush for robins. She recalled fondly local rivers, “mighty oaks,” ser-
viceberry bushes, “banks upon banks of clouds,” “thelevel plain,” rolling
hills, and the colors, deep blue and purple, of distance. Her personal claim
to the land rested in these environmental elements. The initial “confu-
sion” by the first Icelandic settlers over an environment that seemed
“prodigal,” she explained, gave way as they gradually “learned to recognize”
the “possibilities and limitations” of the grasslands. Walters’ definition
of the region’s “natural” environment included the “first nature” of grass-
landshabitatand the“second nature”of commercialcrops.Understanding

the grasslands allowed Icelanders to better subdue the countryside with
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“larger fields, more equipment...and greatly increased livestock.” Over
time and generations, Icelanders succeeded in building the same “com-
munion of nature” with the prairie environment as earlier generations
had donelongago back in Iceland.”

Thorstina Jackson Walters claimed a prominent place for Icelanders
in Amertku by weaving their history into a generic western “pioneering”
experience. Walters used classic western content to link Icelanders to
major founding events in the history of both Canada and the United
States. Her trade in imagery and mythic West themes seem more pro-
nounced than either Thompson or Brown’s narrative use of mythic Wests.
Moreover, she reinforced the mythic West’s whiteness when she sug-
gested that the biology of Icelanders made a renewing contribution to
North American peoples. Nevertheless, on occasion, Walters challenged
stock western language when she tied mythic West imagery to realistic
day-to-day western living. Also, her emphasis on educationand intellect
created space for women in Icelandic definitions of western success,
which in turn indirectly challenged dominant male assumptions tied to
popular Wests. Finally, when sheattached herself to the grasslands envi-
ronment, she participated in what seems to be a common female

narrative strategy for claiming land and a place in the West.

* %k

WHILE ANNORA BROWN, EraBell Thompson, and Thorstina
Jackson Walters each referred to both Canadian and American western
content in their autobiographical writings, these women did not con-
struct theirnarrativeswith steadyawareness of competing national western
mythologies. Brown suggested someknowledgeof stereotypical Canadian
and American Wests when she linked divergent manliness ideals with
opposite sides of the 49th parallel. Only Brown, however, wrote specifi-
cally against a Canadian mythic West. Thompson included Canada only
when Canadians happened to cross her path and as one place she visited
,

among many (including New York, the South, and California). Walters

unique experience as a member of the transnational northern border-
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lands Icelandic community caused her to recognize historic events and
persons in western Canadian and American history, but her “saga” over-
all exhibited little awareness of any significant differences between the
two nations. Her combination autobiography-community history sug-
gests that some immigrants may have identified with variations on
western myth, as in Walters’ case with an Icelandic version.

When they thought in regional labels, they identified with the geo-
graphic label West. The generally cursory references to the details that
would distinguish American and Canadian mythical West traditions
suggest these women may have condensed many mythic elementsintoa
simple, sometimes inconsistent, generic North American West.” But
they redefined older meanings of the “West” as they delivered New West
messages about environmental activism, racism, and the value of immi-
grant populations. They contextualized Old West imagery with the
details (the gumbo mud, a cat and a truck, and mosquitoes) of everyday
life. They used humor and irony to expose the fictional components of
such imagery. However, in the end these women critiqued more by impli-
cation than by directly challenging either the Canadian or American
mythic Wests.

While these narratives suggest that Brown, Thompson, and Walters
developed a distinctive way to lay claim to western land by growing close
attachments to its environment, their narratives also reveal an impor-
tantsubordinate pointabout western myth’sracialassumptions.Whiteness
marked grasslands space for these women. Race for this generation of
women proved to be a powerful category. By right of common birth-
place, Brown minimized racial conflict by aligning herself with Native
peoples of the region, all of them against the commercial destruction of
grasslands habitat. Her lack of attention to race generally suggests how
well her own English racial heritage matched the whiteness of the myth.
Thompson’s characterization of Dakota as a “country that is new and
freeand strangely beautiful” suggests that she shared Brown’s feeling of
regional ownership, one that denied the long history of Native peoples
to which thesame places would haveseemed oldand occupied. Thompson,
too, aligned herself with Natives (and also Old World immigrants) on
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the basis of their shared generational status. As an African-American,
however, Thompson also shared with Nativesand immigrants an uncer-
tain racial status. The potential for exclusion based on national origin
drove Walters to draw constant positive parallels between Icelanders
and their Old World heritage and the dominant white “Americans,” so
as to be admitted because of race. The whiteness of Icelanders, according
to Walters, made them perfect for either American or Canadian
citizenship.

The development of a personal attachment to the grasslands envi-
ronment explored and asserted to differing degrees by Brown, Thompson,
and Walters, if they are representative, suggest that modern western
women developed a distinct way of laying claim to western land. Brown
called this environmental attachment “oneness.” She became environ-
mentally aware by studying and painting the details of flora and wild
grasses as they changed over the seasons. Thompson referred to “that
understanding with Nature.” She appreciated a “strangely beautiful”
place rather than land acquisition. Walters wrote about a “communion
with nature.” For her, successful immigrant integration into North
American society included the essential step of comprehending the
“limitations and possibilities” of the environment. They all claimed to
know a regional aesthetic. Their emphasis on environmental conscious-
ness shaped a modern regionalism that included women in the role of
typical westerner. These case studies of women’s voices suggest com-
plexities worth considering in the search for the roles western women

played in the construction of a modern sense of North American Wests.

AUTHOR’S NOTE
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from which this essay is drawn, to Jennifer Ritterhouse and Regina Sullivan for helpful sug-
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Thanks a second time to Sheila McManus for comments and questions that improved the
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This article began as a very different exploratory paper delivered at the “Unsettled Pasts”
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THE PERILS
RURAL WOMEN’S HISTORY

(A Note to Storytellers Who Study the West's Unsettled Past)

JOAN M. JENSEN

I HAVE ALWAYS CONSIDERED the writing of history to be a
process of crossing borders and comparing cultures. The boundaries in
my work have usually been within the United States: the social borders
of race, class, region, and ethnicity. Over the years T have consciously nar-
rowed my field of interest, starting out to study European history, then
refocusing on the United States to ask a question that social historians
had been asking for years about Europe. How had social institutions
taken form? Looking at the United States and adding questions raised
by historians of gender, I found a world wonderfully complex, one that
faced inward and outward. This focus began in graduate school and
intensified in subsequent years as I adjusted, unlearned, and expanded
my formal education. In 1963, when I received my PhD in history, there

were almost no studies of social or women’s history, little rural history
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(as distinct from agricultural history, which then considered farming
solely a male occupation),and relatively little immigration history. Iwas
trained to write white male political history. Nevertheless, I began a his-
tory of Asian Indian immigrants which took me, eventually, across the
Canadian border as I researched these men who sought work in the
United States and Canada and faced similar discrimination in each. But
when women’s history expanded as a field, I gladly turned to the task of
writingabout rural women in the United States, indigenous and settler,
immigrant and native-born. Rural women, the majority of women for
most of U.S. history, seemed to be entirely neglected.’

Ispecifically chose rural women as my focus, but I chose the time and
region almost by chance. The Regional Economic History Research Center
at theEleutherian Mills-Hagley Library was offering grants on the indus-
trializingof themid-Atlanticregion.Isuggested they support my research
into the question of what happened to rural women during this process.
By chance, then, I used this region to explore my own questions about
rural women. The result of my research was Loosening the Bonds, a study
of rural women in southeastern Pennsylvania, an area in which a Quaker
culturehad been well established by 1750.*

That book completed, I focused westward, looking for a new group
of rural women to continue my story. I chose north-central Wisconsin,
anareain which German immigrants replaced the predominantly native-
born Yankee settler culture after the 1850s. I began my study there,
thinking I could combine this second volume of rural women’s history
with my own family history. My grandmother, a German Bohemian farm
woman, had crossed the Atlantic to settle in this midwestern region in
the 1890s. There she raised her eight children, among them my mother
who, at sixteen, left for St Paul, Minnesota, where she married an urban
Italian-born immigrant in 1925. My mother was one of the thousands of
rural women who sought jobs in urban areas, married, and chose city
life over farming.*

I never expected this project to stretch over a decade, or to bring me
to new indigenous/settler borders, or to consider again the Canadian/
United States border, over which I found that my mother’s and other
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families frequently crossed in the early twentieth century seeking eco-
nomic opportunity. My European-born German relatives did not find
the same discrimination as those born in Asia. In fact, authorities in
Western Canada welcomed these European immigrantsasa bufferagainst
the need for Asian immigrant labor.

Betweenigooand 1910 therewasa“Canadacraze” innorthern Wisconsin.
German immigrants who were still arriving and the children of earlier
immigrants found U.S. land prices rising and market prices depressed.
Families sought less costly land in Canada. A friend of my aunt moved to
Canada with his family in 1910 because he was one of five sons in the
family,all of whom wanted theirown land to farm. He returned to marry
her and she farmed there with him for forty years. Other neighbors
followed them. I myself might have been born in Canada, had my grand-
father been able to convince my grandmother to move north when he
caught the “Canadian craze” in 1905, two years after my mother’s birth.
Grandma refused to budge. Instead Grandpa traveled north to the wheat
harvest in Canada each year. He liked the excitement of the harvest and
perhaps played his accordion in the granary that my aunt and her hus-
band opened each harvest for dances. Grandpa Schopp did not like the
everyday life of a farmer, and Grandma eventually kicked him off the
land that she had inherited from her first husband and passed it on to
her first-born son. Thus my own rural family history remains rooted in
northern Wisconsin instead of across the border in southern Canada.

Still, T have photographs to prove that my parents took me across the
border to visit my aunt in that small town of Browning, Saskatchewan,
inthesummerof1937.Iwas twoand onehalf yearsold when my Canadian
uncle perched me atop a huge work horse and steadied me while my
father took the photograph. We crossed the border easily if not often.
Myaunt visited us in St Paul at Christmas time the next year. We thought
nothing of borders except the space that would separate my mother
from her sister once we moved west to southern California. The ties then
seemed broken, but I still remember writing to my aunt in the 1940s,
worryingthattheletterwiththesimpleaddress “Mary Sacher, Browning,

Saskatchewan,” with no street or house number, would arrive safely. I
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know she got the letters, though I have none of hers to prove that she
wrote back.

We forget about borders until reminded by some special event.
Recently, whenI crossed the northern border to find myaunt’s Canadian
history for my Wisconsin book, I began to think about how to share part
of the thirty years of writing rural women’s history in a way that might
be helpful to historians on both sides of this particular border. I am not
sure how our comparative Canadian—United States rural women’s hist-
ory will develop. I know I have gained insight from reading Canadian
First Nations history and theory, from studies of rural Canadian sexual-
ity, and from articles on Canadian settlement in the west. Yet in a recent
bibliography that I helped create, we only referenced four items on
Canadian rural women, two of them presented at Rural Women Studies
Association conferences and published by Agricultural History. Only one
of the articles was on Western Canada. While a number of scholars con-
tributed to that bibliography, none challenged our oversight. United
States historians are still not as aware of Canadian scholarship as they
should be. Conversations about comparisons have hardly begun.*

My reading list on Canadian rural women has lengthened consider-
ably in the past few years.1read Joy Kogawa’s moving story Obasan, about
the lives of rural Japanese Canadians forcibly removed from urban life
to rural towns and farms in the 1940s. In it Kogawa asks, “If I could fol-
low the stream down and down to the hidden voice, would I comeat last
to the Freeing word?” Kogawa writes of silence and silencing, and like
her we must follow the stream to recover the voices of rural women on
both sides of the border.’

Aswe goabout this task, I would like historians on both sides of these
national borders to be aware of what I call the six “perils” of writing rural
women’s history. Analyzing these perils can serve as a starting point
for a dialogue on writing across the border as we search for and tell the
stories of rural women. I have categorized these perils as fantasizing,
romanticizing, victimizing, rationalizing, personalizing, and politiciz-
ing.Idonot know if these categories apply equally in every place. Iwrite

from my own self-analysis, the urges I have had to resist as I study rural
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women’s history. Fantasizing is the urge to blur the rough edges, to sim-
plify to achieve a story that pleases me, one that neatly divides rural and
urban,and acceptsthisdivision asa constant in the lives of rural women.
Romanticizing is often a fatal attraction for me, seeing the loss of rural
lifeasthestoryof onegrouplosing out, theworld wehavelost. Victimizing
emphasizes that these people were defeated and did not survive cultur-
ally.RationalizingmeansIimposeaview thateventsarenatural,inevitable,
and universal rather than specific, nuanced, and varied, that we object-
ify as we recover stories. Then we risk personalizing: in our efforts to
find the individual words and voices, we make public what once was pri-
vate. How do we use that information ina responsible way? Many writers
use novels to combine and rearrange family history into fiction. But as
historians we want to leave specific information distinct and separate.
Finally, in politicizing, we may impose politics, wishing that rural women
had shared certain views, or chastise them for not having these views.

Let me elaborate a bit on why each of these approaches presents perils.

FANTASIZING
I WRITE ABOUT THE PAST ofsmall rural communities, mostly
now obliterated by the urban technological society. In doing so, I try to
resist the temptation to fantasize, while at the same time preserving
what I can of their past. To me it seems that most of the cultures I study
wanted technology, but wanted to use it at their own pace for their own
needs and somehow lost control of it. And in the losing they also lost
much of their own culture and their control over their land. But history
isneveras clear and cleanly cut as fantasy. I try to remember that.
Recently, I have been reading a book titled The Telling by Ursula Le
Guin, the well-known writer of science fiction and fantasy. The Telling
centers on Sutty, an Anglo-Indian from Vancouver, who has left Terra
(earth)for the planet of Aka whereshe isan official Observer for Ekumen,
an intergalactic federation. The Corporation State has controlled Aka
forseventyyears,duringwhich timeithasimposed an industrial techno-
logical mode and remade culture. Sutty, who has studied ancient scripts

of Aka, is sent by Ekumen historians to find out more about Aka culture,
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for they believe “a useful knowledge of the present is rooted in the past.”
When Sutty arrives, she can find almost no trace of the old culture in the
capital city, Dovea. The Corporation has destroyed the old languageand
pulped the old books to use as insulation in buildings. All the people
who told the stories of the past are gone. Sutty’s job is to look for these
stories and any people who tell them. To do so, she travels up theriver by
boat for ten days to a provincial town called Okzat-Ozkat. There she
finds “the tellers,” known as the maz. The maz continue to tell the old
stories and the people maintain a secret life in which they listen to the
stories and practice the old culture. In this old culture, people seek a
spiritualand physical satisfaction that does not serve the growth of soci-
ety’s material wealth and complexity as the Corporation demands. The
old stories often denounce excess profit making. The people have taken
what they can preserve of the old books of Aka culture up toa cave in the
mountains where the people go to study and read the books. Sutty goes
there and learns about the history of the Aka culture, then attempts to
negotiate its preservation.”’

I loved this book. How could I not? It portrays a rural culture where
mind is memory, honor comes from truth, and storytellers are respected
forsharing the pastand holding no secrets about it. And that is the peril.
Readingfantasyisnot enough. Imay use Le Guin’s Asian-Canadian scholar
who explores other worldsasamodel, butI must find this world’s details
of history and not createa fantasy. As a historian, I cannot set out to find
Le Guin’s fantasy community. It simply does not exist. Her model of a
scholar/explorer can, however, help me to see different aspects of cul-
tures more clearly and give me the courage to continue listening for the
stories.

In thearea of Wisconsin thatI research, many family and community
stories simply are not shared. Or they are contradictory. Or incomplete.
Or untrue. I wish it were not this way, but it is. And I have to find ways to
ground my stories in these realities. Minnesota writer Carol Bly talks
aboutthe problemof describinga midwestern culturethathasdeveloped
away of deflecting realities. They want to talk nice. But many of the things

that go on in all cultures are not nice: racism, family violence, com-
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munity ostracism of those who are different. How do we reveal these
without giving the impression that this is the most important part of a

culture?”

ROMANTICIZING

BELIEVING THAT RURAL PEOPLE lost out, that a rich,
simple way of life is gone forever, is another peril. I find it difficult to
avoid romanticizing rural women. I do it and I think many historians of
rural people do it. We identify with the subjects of our stories in reaction
against their being portrayed as unimportant to urban people and their
historians. I sometimes catch myself believing that because rural people
had to leave their land, they did not carry their cultures into the main-
stream. I sometimes think in a sort of dualism, rural vs. urban, or good
vs. bad. The trick is to see rural history as multidimensional.

And also multicultural. T also havea tendency to want to write about
the majority, or only one group. I think it is important for people to
write their own stories, butIalso believe that people do not have to write
only their own stories. To write only about one group seems to me to
deny the reality of a huge and very diverse group of people interacting
in complex ways. If I write only about settlersand not Indigenous people,
native born and not immigrant, white and not people of color, Imiss the
vital edges where people come together, mix, and clash or cooperate.
And if T write about the United States and not Mexico, the United States
and not Canada, I miss the vital edges where national borders meet and
people cross them.

One of the reasons my Wisconsin book has taken so many years to
complete is that I have moved away from the center to the margins.
When large numbers of German families arrived in the 189o0s, carlier
Yankee settlers did not welcome this new minority. Land agents and
lumber companies wanted to sell their land to these new immigrants.
One contemporary wrote that the purchase of land and settlement of
communities by these new immigrantslowered land values of thealready
settled farmers. The saga of struggling European-based frontier immi-

grant folk seems an easy story to tell. Yet if we ignore conflict among
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European immigrants, we miss an important part of their story. Polish
immigrants resisted attempts by German immigrants todominate. Polish
immigrantsarrived later than the Germans, most from areas of German-
occupied Poland. Conflicts ran deep, even separating Polish nuns from
German nuns and causing schism in northern Wisconsin: Polish nuns
wanted to learn to teach, while the German nuns relegated them to tasks
in the kitchen.’

So now I had carly French and Irish Canadians, Yankees, Germans,
and Poles on this bit of Wisconsin land. I kept reading about the “dis-
appearance” of Native people in this region. Yet Native American writers
testify to the survival of their ancestors in these regions. The story of
Native removal, if romanticized, can also mask or remove conflict from
the settler story and eliminate the story of how indigenous people res-
ponded to settlers.

When settlers intruded into Native lands in the woodlands area, one
response was the creation of the Dream Dance, which spread through-
out Wisconsin, other north-central states,and into the Canadian province
of Manitoba in the 1880s. The Dream Dance paralleled the pan-Indian
movement of the Ghost Dance of the Plains. Yet it is seldom discussed in
historicalaccounts. This religious revival was started by the Sioux woman
Red Feather Woman, who preached cooperation among Native tribes.
Red Cloud Woman, the Menominee who recounted Red Feather Woman’s
story to anthropologist Leonard Bloomfield in 1920, said the Spirit was
quite explicit in giving instructions: “You will tell your men-folk to go
slay the creature [a deer| that you are to use on this drum, so that you
may make a drum. Let them hurry about it. Then when they have com-
pleted the drum, they will dance together.” The purpose of the Dream
Dance ceremony, Red Cloud Woman went on, was to encourage Indians
to “deal kindly with each other, that they may never fight each other,
exchanging things by way of reciprocal gifts.” Native people werealso to
share the Dream Dance by making a second drum to pass on to a new
groupalong with instructions for thedance.In1g10anthropologist Frances
Densmore had witnessed such a passing on of a Dream Dance drum
from the Lac du Flambeau Ojibwa to the Menominee. Other drums

passed north among the Plains Ojibwa in Manitoba.’
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Native peoples belong to Nations that still oppose the arbitrary
Canadian-U.S.boundariesthatcut through theirhomelands. TheTuscarora,
for example, celebrate Border Crossing Day every July to honor their
right to trade and cross the United States border unhindered by govern-
ment officials. Settlers, too, once ignored abstract national boundaries
and crossed freely from one nation to the other. Their loyalties to one or
another were not firmly established. They had left their nativelandsand
were raising Canadians and Americans, often of mixed ethnicand racial
heritage—their languages, customs, and loyalties still in a wonderfully
complex flux. Native-born children, of all ethnicand racial groups, were
anew generation with experiences different from those of their parents
and grandparents.”

It is true that I risk distortion and omission with inclusion. Yet if I
identify only the majority, it is easier to ignore the parts of the commun-
ity that might be the most critical of itand from whom I can learn much.
Studying different parts of a community helps keep me from romanti-
cizing one part of it. Including cross-border conversations can lead to
important insights. A case in point is the cross-border historical discus-
sion that has developed around the history of mixed-heritage women in
Canada and the United States. These discussions began in earnest with
the 1980 publication of Sylvia Van Kirk’s Many Tender Ties and Jennifer
Brown’s Strangers in the Blood. Since these early attempts to describe
women’s roles in an economy and culture that crossed borders, more
recent accounts have broadened, deepened, and become more complex
as the descendants of these women have joined the discussion about
how best to write about how their ancestors developed trade and founded
bicultural communities. The Métisse, as scholars sometimes refer to
these earlier mixed-heritage women, continued to influence women’s
history through their female descendants long after Canada and the
United States divided up the fur-trade territory. My analysis of mixed-
heritage twentieth-century women has been clarified by listening to
these dialogues and by entering into discussion and debate.™

Oneof the hardest things for me is to accept criticismand to risk criti-
cism from one group or another, and to learn how to use that criticism.

Almostalways, Iinstinctively want to avoid drawing connections between
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categories and populations because these invite controversy, not only
between cross-border elements, but between rural-urban, good-bad,
white and non-white. I find it difficult to pursue questions of how
choices are made and who passes into one culture or the other, how
people maintain bicultural or multicultural heritages. Yet these are the
very questions that keep us honest, keep us from suppressing the parts
we do not want to deal with—the prejudice, the mistreatment, the
scorn, the indifference that exists in small rural communities just as it

does in cities.

VICTIMIZING
WHY IS IT thatIalwaysbelievelosing controlof land isbad and that
people who lose it are victims? I often write with the assumption that
leaving the land is a sort of defeat. I hate policies of the United States
government that have assumed some people should be moved off the
land, either to have others take their place, such as replacing Indigenous
peoples with settlers, or replacing settlers with agribusiness or suburbs.
And yet I know that many of the people who left, especially women,
including my mother, have felt they prospered by leaving rural areas.
And perceptions change. I have been going back through a number
of books written about Native Americans, and the feeling of victimiza-
tion is present in almost all of them. Recent Native American writers,
while careful to tell the story of occupation and conquest, frequently
choose not to dwell on their losses but to emphasize survival.Iam trying
to learn from them to counter-balance the loss of land and the sense of
victimization by looking at how people survived and what they wanted.
People can be both victims and victimizers. I learned from my study
of Native history that settlers were not innocent, but they also became
victims of government policies that controlled and neglected their health
and welfare. In northern Wisconsin, lumber companies sought German
immigrants to sell them cutover land. They sold the land cheaply, with
casy credit, but the settlers received a piece of stumpy land. These early
settlers worked incredibly hard for very little. Most had escaped coun-
tries where they had no access to the land at all. They often had to accept
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difficult and dangerous factory or mine work in America. Property val-
ues did increase in parts of northern Wisconsin, but in much of the cutover
the settlers simply lost their land in the economic depression of the
1930s and had to abandon all the money and effort they had invested.”
I began my current research into family history because my mother
had seemingly passed on so little to me. She said little about growing up
poorinaloghouse in Wisconsin. Other family members seemed equally
reluctant to share memories. Two of my aunts, including the one who
migrated to Canada, had no children who might havehelped me recreate
the family’s past. Only my uncle Frank, who had lived on in that log
house on the family farm, had a fund of stories to tell me about my
grandmother and mother. His daughter Mary Ann had listened to these
stories and othersas she cared for him in old age. Much of my family had
abandoned stories of place and ethnicity when they left for the city. Two
wars with Germany undoubtedly made these descendants of late nine-
teenth-century German immigrants reluctant to discuss their heritage
with their second-generation children. Thave found convincing evidence
that the German oral culture that survived into the twentieth century
was already deeply embedded in and adapted to a larger midwestern
culture before these wars, and I believe it survives there yet. But it did
not survive as a distinct culture transmitted among descendants who
scattered off the land. Probably more is being done to recover this cul-
ture by the third and fourth generations than by those who left the land.
Other cultures have survived within families even when they have
left their homelands. The Diné photographer Hulleah Tsinhnahjinne
once told me about a visit to New Zealand and the contact she made
there with aMaori woman from Tasmania. They were looking over photo-
graphs in the archivesand the woman showed Hulleah one identified as
“The Last of the Tasmanians.” Hulleah said she was ready to get sad after
looking at the photograph. But her friend laughed and said, “We’re not
gone.” And that mental image has stayed with me,asit did with Hulleah.
My job is to trace the movement and transformation of rural people, not
to proclaim them victims and announce that they are “gone” when they

leave the land. Colonialist attitudes not only erased the continuing
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presence of Indigenous women, but they erased the white settler women
who also had to leave the land. The people have survived and changed,

but their cultures have lived on in their descendants.®

RATIONALIZING

IF I RATIONALIZE rather than sympathize, Ialso run the risk of
distortion and oversimplification. I can explain away all policies and all
treatment by providing a universal context, by making the decisions of
government and dominant settler communities seem rational. There
may be alternative histories that avoid both victimization and rational-
ization of events, a way to show both the effects of colonization on rural
communities and how some survived. A recent PBs program, Ancestors in
the Americas, contained one part titled “Chinese in the Frontier West: An
American Story.” This part traced Asian immigrants in the Americasand
dealt with the treatment of Chinese in the American West. It discussed
the optimistic men leaving for the Gold Fields and the discrimination
and violence faced once they arrived. Then it asked what might have
been if Chinese men had been joined by their wives and families and led
more normal lives. Scholars had discovered a community of Chinese
families living at Point Alones, near Monterey in California, and the des-
cendants of some of its members. One was a physicist. Her grandparents
had settled in this small fishing community and prospered until 1906.
Thena firehad wiped out the community. The railroad, which controlled
the land, kept the community from rebuilding its town and remaining
on theland. But for the many years before the fire they had settled there;
these Chinese families lived as an intact community, maintained many
of their cultural traits,and adopted whatever they wished from the host
culture. Dispersed families had then continued the process of mainten-
ance and adoption after leaving the land. By emphasizing this type of
survival, the documentary avoided both victimizing and rationalizing.
It took the viewer into a community constructed in one physical space
that had escaped much violence and persecution directed at Asians by
the dominant culture and had survived intact longer than other Asian
communities of the time. Then it showed the lives of individuals who

had formed the culture of the next generations.™
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WhenIapplied that technique to my own work, Ibegan to look more
carefully for ways in which communities and families survived and to
find their descendants. The Lac du Flambeau Band of Lake Superior
Chippewa Indians found ways to preserve old and new. I interviewed
DorothyThoms, who traced herlineage back to her grandmotherIsabella
Wolfe St Germain. Isabella arrived in Lac du Flambeau in the 1890s to
work as thenurse at the government boarding school during a brief per-
iod when the Indian Agent there was hiring educated Native women for
jobs as nurses, teachers, and matrons. Isabella had grown up in North
Carolina, her father a proud Cherokee, her mother a white woman who
joined hiscommunityand saw thatIsabellalearned traditional Cherokee
culture. Isabella received a good education at the local Cherokee school
and worked there for several years before going on to receive formal
training asa nurse.

Isabella worked at the Lac du Flambeau boarding school for almost
two years before resigning to marry into the St Germain family. Evidence
in government records revealed her excellent performance as a nurse
and awards she received later at annual fairs for canning, sewing, creat-
ingbasketryand beadwork.Inadditiontomaintaining Cherokeetraditions
(her baskets were probably Cherokee), Isabella learned beading and
other traditions from her Chippewa mother-in-law. Isabella continued
to practice nursing and traveled on snow shoes all over the community
to deliver babies using both traditional Native and settler healing tech-
niques. Known simply as “Grandma St Germain,” Isabella wasa woman
renowned in the community for her healing skills. Her granddaughter
showed me a photograph of Isabella standing proudly in front of her
huge lilac bush. Then she took me to Isabella’s land where the lilac bush
still stood. Isabella’s family, which had moved from North Carolina to
Tennessee, had sent the lilac cuttings. In turn, Isabella gave cuttings of
her lilacs to the many neighbors who admired them. Every May, her
lilacs still bloom all over the community.”

I realize now that this is the type of story that I'should be looking for.
It gave me a context for what was a short-lived but potentially positive
government policy that was not pursued because the government decided

Native women should not be employed in most positions of respon-
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sibility. It also showed me that the community provided for most of its
own health needs. The governmenthad contracts with physicianstoattend
seriously ill people in the community. A number of them were well
regarded by the people at Lac du Flambeau. But for most of their health
careneeds they turned to Grandma St Germain—to birth their children,
to diagnose theirillnesses, toadvise them on how to restore good health.
A rational view might have told only the story left by the government
documents. An oral history might have floated alone as only a family
story. Together they led me to the rich texture created by the concrete
and specific details of a woman’s life that Isabella’s family offered me. I
am continuing to share my research with her family, which hopes there
will be a place for Isabella’s story in both her community and in my
history.

PERSONALIZING

I HAVE A RESPONSIBILITY to the families who share their
private histories with me. Thave to present that material as accurately as
I can, allow family informants to remain anonymous if they would like,
and to accept their role as keepers of family history who share only the
information they wish me to have. Historians of women are still work-
ing out ways to tell more about women’s personal lives so we can better
understand how these lives affect women’s publiclives. Often this effort
takes us into sensitive areas, into personal lives that families wished
to keep private because of the ways in which family and community
enforced, or tried to enforce, limits on the activities of women. Courts
and administrative agencies impose privacy restrictions. Beyond these
legal restrictions, we face ethnical questions regarding what we have
access to and how we use this material in our work. How far does the
right of privacy extend into personal lives for which we have no legal
guidelinesor restrictions? Manyof us wish to open theseareas of women'’s
lives, whether historical or contemporary, to the light of analysis and
possibly change. We try to develop new language with which to describe
women’s lives that is more neutral than popular language. We try to

avoid the pejorative terms that have been used to control women’s lives
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in the past. We try to expand the limits of what may be safely discussed
publicly because many of us feel that secrets and silences are often the
result of socially sanctioned constraints that make it more difficult for
women to live full, creative, and satisfying lives, lives that are not crip-
pled because of events both within and outside their control.

When I wrote my book on mid-Atlantic women, I had only a few
documents that discussed women’s sexual activities. I chose to discuss
the activities, without pseudonyms or entire names, either surnames or
family names. I used the initial of their first name, and a full citation to
the document, assuming any historian trying to locate the information
for further research could easily find it and that using an initial was
enough for my readers to know. In my current work, I have in many
instances tried to use the full name of the woman, and the first name
and last initials in others, even though these events are closer in time.
Most events took place over one hundred years ago, and I have set my
own ethical limits tighter than most legal limits of privacy. T have docu-
mented considerable violence toward women in the rural areas I have
been studying: incest, sexual abuse of young women by neighbors and
kin, improper abortions. I have tried to discuss these “personal” issues
with a combination of objectivity and concern for the women who went
through these experiences.”

Lately, I have been looking more closely at my own family’s history.
Like most rural families, mine has become urban. Using family history
asIam in my current work makes it difficult in new ways. How much
family history belongs to me? Just because I experience it, do I have a
right to these family stories? Of course. But where do I end the stories?
An aunt talked to me one afternoon about her experiences in the city of
Milwaukee in the 19105 and 1920s. There was nothing I felt uncomfort-
able writing about. Yet she worried that I might write about her lifeand
was reluctant to discuss it at all. She was a very private person. She died
afew yearsago and I want to use parts of that conversation in my work,
in this case to discuss violence toward women in the city.

The issue is how much violence did rural women encounter in cit-

ies? It is not the kind of material that is easy to come by means other
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than legal documents. One historian uncovered a memoir in which a
Swedish immigrant woman discussed her concern about walking alone
on city streets. How much danger did city streets present to young rural
women who went there to work? My aunt seemed to think there was
relatively little in Milwaukee in the 1920s. She went everywhere, on
foot and by streetcars, by day and by evening, seemingly without con-
cern about possible violence to herself. My aunt did usually go out with
a female friend, but they thought nothing of going to dances, meeting
young male strangers, and accepting rides home from them. Several of
my aunts met their future husbands at dances, one at a roller rink. This
contrasts with the concern of middle-class reformers about the welfare
of young rural women coming to the city, particularly from 1900 and
through the 1920s, during the height of progressive reform. How much
concern was about real violence, and how much about the freedom
that these young women assumed for their own activities? Progressive
reformers sometimes called them “women adrift” because they had no
families. Some did seek help from city agencies. Violence toward women
existed to some extent in all places. The young, the poor, the racially or
culturally different, those without adult protectors, have always been
especially at risk for this violence. But the women I have talked to, who
came from poor rural families, seemed perfectly comfortable in the
city and able to care for themselves without help from reformers. They
seemed more interested in getting help to obtain better working condi-
tions and wages than help with their private lives.”

Because I felt that the issue of violence toward women and how they
felt about it was important, I decided to use my aunt’s comments about
safety in the city. Istill hear her voice asking for privacy even though she
is no longer living. I choose to compromise with her. I did include her
experiences in my analysis because I think it will contribute to a histor-
ical discussion of violence toward women in thecities.Idid not, however,
use her name.

What rights do kin have to privacy about other events in their family
history? I have an uncle who was Native American. I have found in pub-

licrecords that he was probably married and had a child before marrying
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another of my aunts. They were married by a Lutheran minister rather
than Catholic clergy, who performed the ceremony for my mother and
her other sisters. This aunt had died long before I began this study and
wenever discussed it. I discovered this information through publicdocu-
ments. DoIuse that information as part of my family’s story when Ihave
not been close enough to that family to know how they would feel? In this
case, Ialso used the information, but without identifying her explicitly.

Afew years ago I shocked some of my aunts (now all dead) by show-
ing how my grandmother, their mother, practiced bridal pregnancy.
Grandma Tillie was a German immigrant and I explained that bridal
pregnancy was a German cultural custom at that time, marrying only
after a woman knew she was pregnant. I saw nothing wrong with the
practice. My nieces and nephews thought the custom similar to today’s
practice. My aunts thought it contradicted their conception of their
motherasvery religious and thereforeat odds with the conventions that
they had learned as second-generation immigrants of German heritage.
No sex before marriage. No premarital pregnancy without shame.

My mother’s family was very poor. It was incredibly difficult for my
grandmother to care for eight children when her husband, a bad second
choice after her first husband died, refused to farm or to bring home
money from any other work. Neither the state nor the church provided
assistance for such poor families in the early twentieth century. Families
have been taught to conceal such poverty in their past. Yet as a historian
Ithink it important to reveal the lack of support that women had in car-
ing for their children, whether married or unmarried. I have used my
own family history, in part, because so much of rural women’s history is
invisible, because there are fewer documents than for urban women,
and because family history can uncover issues that do not appear in the
documents that do exist. Family history took me beyond the women
who did not enter the public record, but it did not make mylifeas a his-
torian easier. It forced me to come to terms with family history that some
members wanted to keep private.

Where do my needs and interests end and those of others in the

family begin? This is, perhaps, yet another borderland to be negotiated.
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My family story crosses national and state borders, rural and urban cul-
tural borders, and the borders between public and private. Each border
shifts in importance with time and circumstance. Consciousness of
these shifts for me and my readers, be they kin or colleague, helps me to
make decisions about what I include and how I present it in my

narrative.

POLITICIZING

I WAS TRAINED to write white male political history. I was also
trained to be critical of government policies and to analyze them. T knew
when Idecided to write about rural women that I was abandoning most
of the women’s political history as I had known it. By this I mean the
type of political history that I had written emphasized women’s activ-
ities in demanding the right to campaign for peace, expanded rights for
women workers, and foraccess to full citizenship rights. When research-
ing my book Loosening the Bonds, I was fortunate to find Quaker women
in the region who participated in the women’s rights movement of the
early nineteenth century. These women formed organizations to obtain
those rights and described in writing their thoughtsand actions.

IsupposeIthoughtIwould somehow discoversimilar political women
in Wisconsin, despite the fact that my mother never showed much inter-
est in formal politics beyond voting. In her personal life, she resisted a
very authoritarian husband and negotiated a lifestyle that met her needs
and wants perhaps as much as his. Still my mother never talked politics
the way my father did when he was with his brothers. I opened a file
called “politics” for my Wisconsin book and waited for it to fill. It did,
eventually. Butithad very little of the ordinary type of women’s political
history—labor activism, middle-class reform, suffrage.

Idid, however,find some very important political activities by women.
Schoolsuperintendent Mary Bradford developed tactics to achieve reform
in the schools. Nellie Kedzie Jones wrote about strategies for women to
join together in clubs and to assume a greater role in family farm busi-
ness decisions. Ho-Chunk administrator Mary Ann Paquette, employed
by the United States Bureau of Indian Affairs, worked to achieve the best
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possible environment for Native children to learn, despite an authori-
tarian government boarding school that forced their attendance.

Amongsettler women in Wisconsin, I found the formal suffrage move-
ment did very little to promote their participation in public affairs. The
Royal Neighbors of America (RNA)encouraged them to organizeas women
and to engage in publicdisplays of their unity. The RNA began asan aux-
iliary to the Modern Workmen of America (MwA) in the 1890s. It soon
took on a life of its own with the goal of providinglife insurance for rural
women who were prohibited by insurance companies from insuring
their own lives. Its social component brought women out into the streets
in drill teams and on floats for community picnics and Fourth of July
celebrations. Such street performance had been reserved for men previ-
ously. Benefits included those long available to men through fraternal
lodges—not only payments on death, but financial support and sisterly
aid in times of illness and injury, and a lively social agenda that included
frequent suppers for members and their families. RNA was still selling
insurance as of 2002 and some women still met, although membership
was aging in most rural areas as the population aged. It would be good
to know if similar groups were formed across the border in Canada.”

The American Society of Equity (AsE)offered even more opportunities
for rural women to organize. The ASE was the largest farmers’ movement
in Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, and other midwestern states between
1900 and 1920. It was dedicated to developing a cooperative union for
producingand consuming. Like the RNA, women formed asan auxiliary,
but the AsE women continued to function only as an auxiliary. While it
lasted, the Women’s Auxiliary of the AsE (often called simply the wa)
offered a public venue to work on public political and economic issues
with male family members. Women had to be related to male members
to form their own auxiliaries, which meant both wives and husbands
and fathersand daughters might belong.

The women of the AsE also had their own convention where they
raised issues of equity within the ASE. Because the texts of these women’s
addresses were preserved, both in the columns of the Equity News and in

typescript records, we can get some sense of their political interests.

The Perils of Rural Women's History 183



Wisconsin farmer Caroline Emmerton, who worked on the family farm
and with her father in the AsEg, wrote to Equity News in 1913: “Women
who share the burdens of producing wealth upon the farms, should be
admitted to full fellowship in the co-operative movement.” ASE women
never achieved that full fellowship, but they passed resolutions oppos-
ing discrimination against women in banking and in citizenship (the
Cable Act of 1922, for example, reversed earlier laws that had stripped
citizenship from United States women who married aliens ineligible for
citizenship). Women members claimed the right to leave their never-
ending work routines to meet and discuss the “welfare of the home and
the Nation.” Leaders urged women to speak up in the Ase and elsewhere.
Adelaine Junger, the state president of the Minnesota wa, whose hus-
band headed their local AsE, told delegates in 1917, “You arealways telling
us that the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world. Now, how do you
account for the fact that if we are rocking the cradle and ruling the
world, women have nothing to say.””

Canadian historians were among the first to point out this type of
grass-rootsorganizingamong rural women. In 1976 the Toronto Women'’s
Press published A Harvest Yet to Reap, in which the authors pointed out
that Women’s Institutes had organized in all three prairie provinces by
1910. Formed first in 1897 by the Canadian government, it expected this
women’sauxiliary to be passive and concern itself with educating women
as homemakers. Women refused to be controlled by officials at the top
and moved toward what historians have called “social feminism.” They
assumed the right to speak out on national issues because these issues
affected conditions in theirhomes. Canadian womenalso joined the United
Farm Women of Alberta and the Women Grain Growers’ Association of
Saskatchewan, which were women’s sections of the farm protest move-
ment there. These women did not think of themselves as a women’s
auxiliary but as partners in protest who preferred to work together in
reforming the economic and legal conditions affecting them as rural
women. The United Farm Women of Alberta also took an active part in
debates on women’s legal status.”

Rural women along with urban women organized during World War

I to support reforms and tried to obtain changes in health and welfare
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policies at the local level. These women claimed the right to meet to
exchange information on the farm economy, to discuss the politics of
farm life, to organize public activities, as well as to support each other
when in need. In Wisconsin, the government sponsored no rural women’s
groups untilagricultural extension began to organize rural women into
clubsin1918.The American government expected Home Demonstration
Agents to keep women focused on homemaking skills, but at least some
carly agents assumed these rural women’s clubs would operate much as
urban clubs had done, taking an interest in a wide range of social and
legal reforms. When the United States extension service organized ani-
mal breeders’ clubs in the 1920s, women also insisted on joining. They
claimed the right to share responsibility with men for the good health of
theirfarmanimalsand the economicwelfareof their farms. These women
saw to it that their daughters wereadmitted to mixed youth groups, not
just to those that encouraged them to improve domestic skills. Their
daughters raised and exhibited calves with the young boys, won prizes
for their skill in breeding animals, and shared public recognition.”

I admit that I am still struggling to understand the roles of Native
women in matters of political activity. Like settler communities, Native
communitieshad a division between formal powerand personal or familial
power. Many Native women worked within their familiesand commun-
ities to see that young people would be prepared to go off reservation to
obtain education if they wished. They cultivated a sense of mutuality
that allowed them to influence tribal policy even if the U.S. government
would notacknowledgeNative women publiclyasleadersand reinforced
the idea that only men should participate in public debate over policy.In
the end I found a kind of political bedrock provided by women despite
attempts by the government and many of their kin to weaken their
influence on public policies. They could not be ignored in the making of

public policy even if they were, in theory, to have no influence.
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CONCLUSION

WHERE IS THE PERIL? Trying to force issues upon past rural
women and expecting them to respond as I would wish is futile. T have
to accept the possibility that I may be wrong, that these women may, in
fact, have had less influence than I think or wish they had. I tell myself
that whatIam doing must not be only wishful thinking, but true under-
standing of how women within rural communities worked for change
andfor continuityof cultural valuesand practices they considered import-
ant. Sometimes these women had little influence over activities they felt
were truly important in their cultures. In this they must have felt as I
often still do.

Wish me luck. The movie heroine whose perils kept me enthralled as
achild seemed to end each episode strapped to therails facing an oncom-
ing train. Unfortunately, she had to wait for some male hero to rescue
her from these perils.I've been morefortunate. Asa teenager T had Nancy
Drew who always solved her mysteries. And nowIalso have Sutty, Ursula
Le Guin’s intrepid Anglo-Indian observer who has reminded me of the
importance of research into a culture’s past. Learning the stories of west-
ern women and being an audience that asks the storytellers to retell

those stories is surely worth the risks.
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SECTION FOUR

PUSHING BOUNDARIES

SOME LINES can never be crossed and can only be pushed, leaned
against likea barbed wire fence: flexible toa point, buta nasty bite none-
theless.Race relations in the North American West have generally worked
like this, as whites and people of colour bumped up against each other,
pushed and resisted, accommodating but only to a point. It is a prickly
and painfulstory, with more than enough villainsand unhappy endings
to goaround.

The U.S. West in the late nineteenth century and the west coast of
British Columbia in the mid-twentieth century had few things in com-
mon, but among those few things were contentious race relations and
the unexpected centrality of education to political debates about race.
Educators and the education system worked to build fences as often as
they worked to bend them or tear them down. The articles in this sec-
tion offer two new ways of seeing how educators reinforced or resisted
the boundaries of race. Margaret Jacobs and Helen Raptis take us to the
heart of these tensions as they discuss two different kinds of educational

reformers in two very different Wests.
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Shifting U.S. policies toward Native Americans gave education a new
prominenceafter1880,and Jacobs showshow central white women reform-
erswere to this process. By portraying nativemothersas dirtyorheathens
or immoral,and therefore unfit to raise their own children, white women
invented andjustified their“duty”to re-educateIndian children. However
noble their intentions, Jacobs shows how “great white mothers,” no less
than the “great white father,” acted as agents of white colonialism.

Edith Lucas, the subject of Helen Raptis’s article, was a rather differ-
ent sort of educator who spent her career challenging racist inequalities.
British Columbia’s physical and social geography worked against the
aims of a public education system, yet Lucas devoted her career to find-
ing ways to challenge those obstacles. Her successes might have been
unexpected, given that she was only one of three women to head a branch
of the province’s education department when she wasappointed in 1941.
Raptis probes the particular bureaucratic circumstances that enabled
Lucas’s efforts. The challenges of serving Japanese Canadians in World
War II relocation camps and, later, new immigrants who arrived after
the war, illuminates racial divides in British Columbia. It also invites
comparisons with the policies of the United States toward Japanese
Americans during the war and would-be immigrants after 194s5.

These two very different chapters in the history of western women
educators are vivid reminders of the power of education to reinforce or
to bridge the boundaries of race. Both articles highlight the centrality of
children to the state’s plans. In both cases the state was trying to punish
the parents—for being Japanese and therefore a supposedly unassimil-
able threat to the nation, or for being native and therefore an obstacle to
the nation’s development. And in both instances, the profession that
empowered some women could not eradicate the racism that constricted
other women and their children. In neither instance could the racial
boundaries be entirely overcome. Reformers could only choose to push

the boundaries, push the people they sought to serve, or be pushed.
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THE GREAT MOTHER

Maternalism and American Indian Child Removal

in the American West, 1880-1940

MARGARET D. JACOBS

IN 1892 members of the Women’s National Indian Association (WNIA),
a white women’s reform organization, discussed the need for temper-
ance work among the Indians. One reformer, Miss Frances Sparhawk,
“suggested...finding homes in good families for Indian children exposed
to the vices seen in homes of intemperance.” Mrs William Green asked,
“IsitnecessarythatIndian childrenshould be returned to savage homes?”
Mrs Plummer replied, “It is difficult and perhaps wrong to evade the par-
ental authority brought to bear to enforce their return.” Finally, Mrs Frye
“spoke of the great fondness for their children which she had observed in

»1

her visits among Western tribes.”* Neither at this meeting nor at subse-
quent conventions did the wN1A ever come to a consensus about whether
it was proper to remove American Indian children from their homes.

Their polite exchange in 1892, however, reveals a little-known aspect of
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white women reformers’ work in the American West—their role in pro-
moting,implementing,and sometimes challengingthe policy of removing
American Indian children to boarding schools. A rich historiography
has accumulated regarding American Indian boarding schools and the
experience of Indian children within them. Western women’s historians
have also studied many white women who were involved in efforts to
advocate for American Indians. Yet, in general, these two historiograph-
ical tracks havedeveloped along parallel lines without intersecting. This
essay argues, however, that white women were integrally involved in the
removal of American Indian children to boarding schools and that their
involvementimplicated theminoneof themost cruel,yetlargely unexam-
ined, policies of colonialism within the American West.

Through a politics of maternalism, many white women reformers
claimed for themselves the role of a “Great White Mother” who would

»z

save her benighted Indian “daughters.” Ironically, however, while these
reformers venerated motherhood in their political discourse, they often
failed to respect the actual mothering done by many native women.
Instead, many reformers portrayed American Indian women as unfit
mothers whose children had to be removed from their homes and com-
munities to be raised properly by white women within institutions. And
as white women articulated a sense of difference between themselves
and native women as mothers, they helped to construct racial ideologies
that deemed Indian peoples to be in need of “civilization” by their white
benefactors. Thus, much of white women’s advocacy for Indians in the
West ultimately reinforced the very racial notions that contributed to
the ongoing colonization of native peoples in the region.

In the late nineteenth century, after decades of Indian wars, govern-
ment authorities turned to an assimilation policy as the solution to the
so-called “Indian problem.” Beginning about 1880, the U.S. government
began to promote boarding schools for American Indian children, mod-
eled on Captain Richard Henry Pratt’s Carlisle Institute in Pennsylvania,
asa primary means to assimilate Indian children.’ By 1900 the government
had established about 150 boarding schools (including twenty-five off-

reservation schools) as well as another 150 day schools for about 21,500
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Native American children. Officials sought to remove every Indian child
to a boarding school for a period of at least three years.*

The subject of Indian boarding schools has generated many scholarly
and autobiographical works. Some scholars have focused on the origins
of assimilation policy, the founding of boarding schools, and the often
oppressive nature of the schools. Though critical of the overall assimila-
tion policy, other writers have focused on the unintended and seemingly
positive consequences of the boarding schools—the fosteringof astrong
peer culture and the accompanying emergence of a pan-Indian identity.
Several scholars have demonstrated the ways in which Indian commun-
ities began to embrace and use some of the boarding schools for their
own benefit and purposes.® This literature has had a significant impact
in moving the field away from seeing Indian peoples as simply passive
and reactive victims of government policy. Yet, curiously, scholars have
focused only briefly on how Indian children were taken to boarding
schools.” This essay and the larger project from which it derives—com-
paring the role of white women in the removal of indigenous children
from their families and homes in the United States and Australia—isan
attempt to examine Indian child removal not just as a by-product of the
federal Indian policy of assimilation, but as a key practice of colonialism.’

CountlessIndianautobiographiesandarchival recordsincludeaccounts
of the forced removal of children to boarding schools. For example, when
she was growing up on the Navajo Reservation in the early twentieth
century, Navajo (Diné) Rose Mitchell recalls: “the agents were sending
out police on horseback to locate children to enroll [in school]. The stor-
ies we heard frightened us; I guess some children were snatched up and
hauled over there because the policemen came across them while they
were out herding, hauling water, or doing other things for the family. So
we started to hide ourselves in different places whenever we saw stran-
gers coming toward where we were living.” Asa Hopi child growing up
at the Oraibi village, Helen Sekaquaptewa remembers how, “Very early
one morning toward the end of October, 1906, we awoke to find our
campsurrounded by troops who had come during the night from Keams

Canyon. Superintendent Lemmon...told the men...that the government
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had reached the limit of its patience; that the children would have to go
to school....All children of school age were lined up to be registered and
taken away to school....We were taken to the schoolhouse in New Oraibi,
with military escort.” The next day government authorities, along with
amilitary escort, loaded Helen and 81 other Hopi children onto wagons
and took them to Keams Canyon Boarding School.”

Yet not all Indian children’s journeys to the boarding schools were
forced. Rose Mitchell relates in her autobiography, in fact, that she begged
her parents to let her attend school, and she describes in later chapters
her willingness to allow some of her own children to attend boarding
schools.” Many Indian authorsalso recount their Indian school days with
a degree of nostalgia and fondness for certain aspects of their experi-
ence.”Overtime,asmanyscholarshaveshown,someIndian communities
began to send their children to the schools willingly, even to claim the
schools as their own."

Although some Indian peoples grew to accept the schools, we should
not lose sight of the initial motivation for establishing the schools and
the ways in which the government forced many Indian children toattend
them. The case of the Mescalero Apaches in the late nineteenth century
illustrates the coercive nature of the assimilation policy in practice.
When theacting Indian Agentat the reservation in New Mexico encoun-
tered resistance from “the men to having their hair cut, and from...the
women to having their children compelled to attend school....The dep-
rivation of supplies and the arrest of the old women soon worked a
change. Willing or unwilling],] every child five years of age was forced
into school.”*To compel Indian parents to send their children to school,
government agents commonly withheld annuity goods, including food,
that had been guaranteed by treaties.”

As evident in the methods government authorities employed, the
policy of Indian child removal possessed a harshly punitive quality. In
fact, government efforts to punish Indians for their past resistance and
to prevent their future opposition appear to have strongly motivated
officials to adopt Indian child removal as policy. Government officials

and reformers believed that, as the wnia put it, “The Indians at Carlisle
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and Hampton [Institutes| are rising; and the more they rise there, the

»ie

less uprising there will be on the Plains.”* The government, in fact, tar-
geted particularly recalcitrant Indian nations for child removal. The
Commissioner of Indian Affairs expressly ordered Pratt to obtain chil-
dren from two Great Plains reservations with hostile Indians, the Spotted
Tail agency among the Lakotas and the Red Cloud agency of Lakota,
Cheyenne, and Arapaho people, “saying that the children, if brought
east, would become hostages for tribal good behavior.””

As American Indian child removal became systematized as federal
policy, many white middle-class women became intent on addressing
what they saw as the plight of Indian women. Several seasoned women
reformers formed the wN1A in 1879, and it would play an influential role
in moving the government to adopt an assimilation policy. Some of the
historiography on the wN1A and other white women involved in Indian
reform has characterized the women reformers in much the same terms
astheyrepresented themselves—asadmirablechampionsforanoppressed
race.” Yet other women’s historians have critiqued the ways in which
white women sought to impose a notion of nineteenth-century white
middle-class ideals on Indian women.” Many scholars have examined
how native women understood and negotiated white women’s reform
efforts, finding that native women strategically selected what they found
useful in the white women’s reform agenda.” In general, most women'’s
historians have agreed that white women’s reform for Indian women
was well-meaning but ultimately ethnocentricand limiting. An analysis
of white women’s role in American Indian child removal, however,
reveals a more sinister side to white women’s reform efforts.

In the face of ideologies that deemed women’s role to be in the home,
white women often justified their political reform activity by asserting
the need for their traditional feminine values and skills as mothers to be
extended beyond the home into society to uplift women and children of
other racesand classes whom they characterized as oppressed. For exam-
ple, the wiiA’s president, Amelia S. Quinton, in 1899 proclaimed the
WNIA to be the “nation’s...motherhood for helping, saving the native

»z1

race.” In recent decades, many women’s historians have dubbed

The Great White Mother 195



Quinton’s perspective “maternalism”and gone on to examine maternal-
ist discourse and politics. Except for the work of Benson Tong, Karen
Anderson, and Peggy Pascoe, however, most American scholarship on
maternalism has focused on middle-class white women reformers in the
eastern United States and their activism on behalf of poor single moth-
ers.” As defined by Sonya Michel, maternalism is a “politics that claims a
position of authority for women in their ‘natural’ roles as wives and
mothers and seeks to protect the health and welfare of women and chil-
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dren.”” Women’s historians who have studied maternalism argue, as
does Michel, that the “politics of maternalism...accepted the notion that
mothers properly belonged at home with their children.” Indeed,
much of the work carried out by eastern white women maternalists
revolved around a campaign for mother’s pensions, which enshrined in
legislation the notion that poor single mothers belonged in the home
with their children, not in the paid workforce.” As this essay makes evi-
dent, however, maternalism by white women on behalf of American
Indian women in the American West manifested itself quite differently.

Instead of promoting the notion that “mothers properly belonged at
home with their children,” most reformers who advocated for Indian
women supported the removal of the latters’ children. Because mother-
hood and maternalism was such a crucial construct to white women’s
identities and reform efforts, one might expect to find such women in
opposition to removing indigenous children to institutions. Instead,
many reformers supported the position of reformer and government
administrator Estelle Reel, who affirmed that “the Indian child must be
placed in school before the habits of barbarous life have become fixed,
and there he must be kept until contact with our life has taught him to
abandon his savage ways and walk in the path of Christian civili-
zation.”

Many white women reformers who worked as teachers or matrons
within the boarding schools envisioned themselves as the children’s
surrogate mothers, who would properly train indigenous children for
their new roles in society. Eleanor E. Bryan, a matron at the boarding

school in Grand Junction, Colorado, asserted,
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I would raise the dignity of matronhood and compare it favor-
ably with that of motherhood....

[The matron| of our Indian Government schools...must try to
accomplish the same for her Indian girls and boys as the sweet
and noble mothers of our land achieve for their children. When a
little child at the tender age of 3 or 4 years is taken from its Indian
mother, placed within a boarding school, and kept there until he
has attained the age of 21, if, during that period, he has been
deprived of a good school mother’s refining influence and love,
he has necessarily missed from his character an additional force

he should have known.”

In fact, the government’s need for personnel to carry out assimilation
policy dovetailed with white women’s own ambitions. White women
comprised the majority of boarding school employees and acted as the
primary day-to-day contacts with indigenous children who had been
removed and institutionalized.” The government seemed to agree with
most reformers that middle-class white women were particularly suited
to act as “the great white mother” to the Indian “race.”

Some white women played an active role in Indian child removal—
not just as caregivers of removed Indian children but as their actual
recruiters, the euphemistic term reformers used. Alice Fletcher, a reformer
and early ethnologist, hired on with Captain Pratt in 1882 to remove
Plains Indian children to attend both Carlisleand Hampton Institutes.”
It is hard to know exactly how many children Fletcher “recruited” over
the course of several years. In 1882 alone, she removed at least thirty-six
Omaha children. Amelia Stone Quinton lauded Fletcher for bringing
these Omaha children to Carlisle and Hampton, “herself raising $1800
with which to meet the expenses of other Indians who begged to join
the party and seek an education. She persuaded General Armstrong to
undertake at the Hampton school, the training of young Indian married
couples, in cottages built by funds she raised for their training, and by
the success of this experiment introduced the department of Indian
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Home Building into the Women’s National Indian Association.
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In her first decades of work with American Indians, Fletcher sub-
scribed to a maternalist ideology, casting herself as mother to her Indian
children. She repeatedly told audiences that she had first found the
Omahas in 1881, “waiting for her to act ‘with all the confidence of chil-
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dren for their mother.””* Fletcher remarked in 1891, “The Indians cling
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to melike children,and Imust and will protect them.”* Joan Mark asserts
that given Fletcher’s traumatic childhood, which showed signs of abuse
by a stern stepfather, she had difficulty relating to other people in any
way except as “a dependent child or as a mother.” Fletcher, according to
Mark, felt “comfortable” in the role of mother, “bringing aid and giving
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instructions, firmly directing other people’slives.” Given the widespread
practice of maternalism in the late nineteenth century among white
women, Fletcher’s maternalist impulses should be examined as part of a
broad social current rather than simply the result of individual psycho-
logical development.

EstelleReclalso played anactiveroleinIndian child removal. Emerging
from the women’s reform movements of the late nineteenth century,
Reel was superintendent of Indian education from 1898 to 1910. One of
her major efforts in her early years in office was the promotion of a com-
pulsory schooling law for Indian children. “If the Indian will not accept
the opportunities for elevation and civilization so generously offered
him,” Reel asserted, “the strong hand of the law should be evoked and
the pupil forced to receive an education whether his parents will it or
not.”*

Reel’s personal papers reveal her to be a consummate politician; she
carefully crafted her public image by penning articles about herself in
the third person, then having journalists print them under their own
by-lines. In fact the paper that printed her obituary prefaced it by say-
ing, “This article was written several years ago by [Estelle Reel]|, with the
apparent intention that it be used as her obituary. It was completed except
fora blank space where the date of her death was to be inserted.”

In her articles, Reel frequently referred to her role in taking Indian
children to boarding schools. She often portrayed herself as a motherly

figure who could easily convince the Indians to relinquish their children
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to her care. In “Woman’s Great Work for the Government,” she claimed,
“Miss Reel is popular with the Indians. She is known as the ‘Big White
Squaw from Washington.” So fond of her are some of the Indians that
they are willing she should take their children away, and one Indian
woman insisted that she should carrya pair of fat papooses to President
Roosevelt. She doesn’t have to bribe the Indians with promises and pre-
sents to send their children to school now.”*

Many other white women alsoactively promoted the removal of Indian
children. Cora Folsom, for example, who worked in the Indian educa-
tion division of Hampton Institute in Virginia for over forty years, made
over a dozen “recruiting” trips to the west.” Thus white women played
an integral role in the practice of Indian child removal, both as active
“recruiters” and as the caretakers of the children removed to the schools.

Both reformers and officials employed a rhetoric of humanitarian-
ism in justifying their policies of Indian child removal. They routinely
characterized the removal of American Indian childrenasanact of benevo-
lence aimed at “rescuing the children and youth from barbarism or
savagery.”” This rhetoric rested on a racialized discourse that deemed
indigenous peoples to be lower on the scale of humanity than white
Anglo-Saxon, middle-class Protestants. As both reformer and anthro-
pologist, Alice Fletcher played a key role in constructing this racial
hierarchy. For example, in her lecture “Our Duty Toward Dependent

Races,” Fletcher asserted,

In this march of progress thru the centuries the victory has been
with the race that was able to develop those mental forces by
which man is lifted above his natural life, which enabled him to
discern the value of work....

Looking back over the ages, there is little doubt that to the
white race belong the great achievements of human progress.
The religions of the world have sprung from this branch of the
human family, the higher artsand sciences are its children, and it
isalso true that this race has held possession of the best portions
of the Earth’s surface.”
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While Fletcher and other reformers associated the “white race” with
“the great achievements of human progress,” they often equated indi-
geneity with backwardness, poverty, immorality, and parental neglect.
For example, the missionary John Lowrie argued that civilization “can
only be effectually accomplished by taking [Indian children| away from
the demoralizing & enervating atmosphere of camp life & Res[ervation|
surroundings.”*

Agreeing with Lowrie, many white women maternalists supported
indigenous child removal based on several powerful and interrelated
tropes. First, they portrayed indigenous women as the powerless drudges
of their men. Mary Dissette, who worked for many years at Zuni Pueblo
in New Mexico, pronounced that in Indian tribes “the male is supreme
and all that contributes to his comfort or pleasure is his by right of his
male supremacy. The female is taught this from early childhood.”
Helen Gibson Stockdell, a missionary for the Trinity Mission at Lemhi
Indian Agency, in Idaho, believed that Indian women “make slaves of
themselves for the men.”*

This trope rested on another related one: the belief that sexual and
marriage practices among indigenous groups particularly degraded indi-
genous women. In Alaska, the wnia alleged, “girls from a few months
old and upward are sold as wives,” and “girls from 10 to 15 years of age
are rented by their parents to white men.” wNia reformers took over the
custody of some of these Native Alaskan girls whom they considered
“deserted child-wives” because, they argued, such girls were “without
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kindred who care for [their] welfare.”* Helen Tyler Griswold claimed
with alarm that among the Utes “Polygamy is common....The men marry
ati8and thewomenatfrom13to16.A Utesquaw who remains unmarried
at 20 is a pariah in the tribe, and is well on the way toward being con-
demned to death asa witch ere she is 40 years old.”™

In other contexts, white women reformers represented indigenous
women not as the passive victims of indigenous male sexual privilege
but as sexually immoral actors. In a typical comment, Amelia Quinton,
the wWNIA’s president, claimed that Navajo women were promiscuous

and therefore “good morals are next to impossible. For children from
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such homes, the day school can do far less than the boarding schoo
Many reformers believed it was essential to remove Indian children, par-
ticularly girls, from their families to protect them from what white women
perceived to be oppression, abuse, and immorality.

Some white women regularly employed another common trope,
alleging that indigenous women did not know how to properly care for
their children. Catherine Haun, for example, as she traveled across the
continent to settle in the West in the nineteenth century, described a
scene of an American Indian mother and her child: “The squaws carried
their pappooses [sic| in queer little canopied baskets suspended upon
their backs by a band around their heads and across their foreheads. The
infant was snugly bound, mummy-fashion with only its head free. It
was here that I first saw a bit of remarkable maternal discipline, peculiar
to most of the Indian tribes. The child cried whereupon the mother...
stood it up against a tree and dashed water in the poor little creature’s
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face.”* White female reformers and missionaries expressly condemned
the use of cradle boards, these “queer little canopied baskets.” One mis-
sionary, Miss Howard, wrote, “I found a woman with a sick baby not yet
three weeks old; of course it was strapped upon a board; and it was moan-
ing with fever.””

Reformers also implied that indigenous women did not provide a
properhomefor theupbringing of their children. Loulie Taylor, describ-

ing her experiences at Fort Hall Reservation in Idaho, wrote,

we had...the advantage of seeing just how the Indian lives in his
tepee, and what had been the life of these children before coming
to the mission.

Whata contrast! The smoking fire in the centre of the tepee,
and on it the pot of soup stirred by the not over-clean squaw,
whose black hair fell in as she stirred; men, women, and children
lolling on the ground, a few blankets the only furnishing of the
tepee; and then to think of the neat, comfortable home at the
mission, with the uplifting of its daily prayer offered to their
Great Spirit, our Heavenly Father. We realized what a blessed
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work these faithful missionaries...were doing in giving to these
poor, neglected children...some of the light and blessing that had

been given to them.*

Thus, at the same time as they sacralized and politicized white moth-
erhood, many white women activists pathologized indigenous mother-
hood, constructing indigenous mothersasdegraded and sexually immoral,
misguided and negligent, and even cruel and unloving. Such represen-
tations contributed to justifyingstate policies of indigenous child removal.
“If we do not educate Indian children to our civilized life,” argued the
WNIA, “their parents will continue to educate them to their savagery.”

To many in the wN1a, and other reformers, Native American mothers
had failed to fulfill their motherly role. It was thus necessary for white
women to step in as surrogate mothers. As one wnIA article put it, the
Indian “girl has never had a bath in her life; she has never slept in a bed
or eaten from a table; was never in childhood taught to say a prayer or
tenderly kissed and snugly tucked into bed....She does not know a sin-
gle letter of the alphabet, or a hymn. She has never been to a birthday
party, nor a Thanksgiving dinner, nor a Fourth of July celebration; she
has never heard the sweet story of Christmas....Who will carry the light
to these dark sisters?”* Many wN1A members and other reformers believed
that white women, in either institutions or homes, would make better
mothers for Indian children, at least until Indian women could be prop-
erlytrained.MaryWatkins,a teacherat Mesa GrandeSchoolin California,
fantasized, “Think of sending true women to teach the poor, ignorant,
mothers whose babies are born but to die or grow up to disgrace their
Ind. homes after $2000.00 of Govt money has been spent on them.” As
this comment suggests, many reformers seemed to evince little sympa-
thy for the Indian women who were asked to relinquish their children.
Indeed, many white women activists deemed Indian children to be free
for the taking. Inanarticle she titled “My Indian Children,” Alice Larery,
a missionary at the Fort Hall Reservation in Idaho, asserted, “No longer
are [the Indian children at the mission school] merely the children of a
fewisolated Indian tribes but...[they| have become members of the world’s
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great family of children.
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Maternalist discourse also rested on the notion that proper mother-
hood formed the basis for a sound, efficient, and orderly nation. Thus
many reformers believed that if they could remove young indigenous
girls and train the future mothers of an indigenous nation, they could
radically transform the Indian “race.” Estelle Reel argued, “industrial train-
ing will make...the Indian girl more motherly. This is the kind of girl we
want—the one who will exercise the greatest influence in moulding
[sic] the character of the nation....Thus will they become useful mem-
bers of this great Republic, and if compulsory education is extended to
all the tribes, there is little reason to doubt that the ultimate civilization
of the race will result.””

Reel’s comment reveals another underlying motivation for promot-
ing indigenous child removal: to make indigenous children “useful.”
Through the “outing” program at most boarding schools, instructors
trained the children in various menial labor, then placed them as ser-
vants and laborers in white homes.™ One white woman corresponded
with Alice Fletcher and Carlisle founder Richard Henry Pratt about

obtaining an Indian girl as a domestic:

I was seriously thinking it was my duty to take one of the Indian
girls—to train for usefulness.... Miss Fletcher wants Mary to have
afriend that will be a mother to her perhaps you had as well send
her to me....

There is only one thing that I do require, that is, an honest
girl....She is but a child and needs play as well as work. And sev-
eral years more experience beforeI would expect her to bear any
responsibility.

I do not keep servants, my family is small....I can teach the
Indian girl all the lessons she will want. And I will teach herall

kinds of house work by having her assist me, also dress-making.*

Although this woman cloaked her request in the rhetoric of mater-
nalism, her remarks that she would “train [the girl] for usefulness” and
would eventually expect the girl to bear some responsibility in the house-

hold, as well as her admission that she does not keep servants, all point
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to this woman’s intention to employ the girl as a servant, for little or no
pay. Hence, alongside a desire to punish Indians for their recalcitrance
and to prevent their future resistance, a belief that it was necessary to
bring Indian people into the modern American economy as cheap labor-
ers also motivated the enactment of child removal policy.

Although whitewomen reformersemphasized thedifferencesbetween
nativeand white women as mothers, theyalso routinely evoked mother-
hood as the universal experience of women that bonded them together.
Thus reformers proceeded as if they knew what Indian women wanted
and that they could speak for them. Yet, as Patricia Hill Collins points
out, “racial domination and economic exploitation profoundly shape
the mothering context, not only for racial ethnic women in the United
States, but for all women.” Collins identifies three main issues that chal-
lenged the maternal empowerment of women of color: the struggle to
control their own bodies, namely whether to become a mother; “the pro-
cess of keeping the children that are wanted”; and “pervasive efforts by
thedominantgroupto control children’sminds.” Collinsastutelyacknow-
ledges that “physical and/or psychological separation of mothers and
children, designed to disempower individuals, forms the basis of a sys-
tematic effort to disempower racial ethnic communities.” As Collins’s
analysis makes clear, motherhood, far from uniting women across lines
of color and race asa universalizing experience of women, becamea pri-
mary force for dividing white from indigenous women.

Many indigenous women fiercely resisted the removal of their chil-
dren.Among theMescalero Apaches, “Every possibleexpedient was resorted
to by [the women| to keep their children from school.” Agent V. E. Stottler
claimed that Mescalero women “would brazenly deny having children
despite the evidence of the accurate census rolls and the ticket on which
they had for years drawn rations. Children were hidden out in the bushes;
drugs were given them to unfit them for school; bodily infirmities were
simulated, and some parents absolutely refused to bring their children
in””

Many Indian women also bitterly contested the maternalism of white

women. Her public persona as the “Big White Squaw” aside, Estelle Reel
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admitted in her reports the great difficulty shehad working with Indian
women. The Indian mother, she wrote, is “much more opposed, asa rule,
to allowing her children to accept the white man’s civilization, than is
her spouse.”

One Omaha woman, Lena Springer, wrote in great anger to Captain
Prattat Carlisle regarding what she considered to be Alice Fletcher’s role
in thedeath of her daughter, Alice, at Carlisle: “Thad [no] idea of sending
my children there, but Miss Fletcher got round Elsie and persuaded her
to go and then Alice wanted to go with her. It was Miss Fletcher’s doings
that they went,and now my husband is grievingall the time.Ido not see
why the government putso much powerand confidence in Miss Fletcher,
as we think she does no good to the Omahas but much harm. She cannot
be trusted. Please do not deny our request, if you have any regard to a
Father’sand Mother’s feelings.””

Other Native American women tried to appeal to white women using
the very maternalist rhetoric favored by them. The Indian secretary of a
local branch of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union in Warm Springs,
Arizona, for example, emphasized that “the mother, be she white or red,
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has the same heart-aches over her boys.” Clearly motherhood became a
primary battleground upon which native women fought to secure their
rights to raisetheir own children.In doing so, theyarticulated a new type
of maternalism. As Lisa Udel reveals in herarticle “The Politics of Native
Women’s Motherwork,” motherhood and maternal politics have thus
been integral to Native American women’s activism.*

As can be seen in the debate among white women of the wniA that
opened thisarticle,some white women themselves contested the removal
of indigenous children. White women care-givers and the indigenous
children in their care often developed complicated relationships that
sometimes undermined colonial aims. Miss Worden, who worked at the
Santee School in Nebraska, believed that her “highest aim is to fit these
boys and girls for work among their own people. We do not believe in
having them absorbed in Eastern civilization. We propose to teach the
fifth commandment at Santee. And how can boys and girls honor their

fathers and mothers if they are not where their parents are?”* Within
y p
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these “intimacies of empire,” as Ann Laura Stoler refers to them, col-
onial strategies of rule were enacted and reinforced, but they were also
constantly negotiated and contested. Indeed, through their interactions
with indigenous children and women, many white women developed
their own critique of indigenous child removal policy, and by the mid-
twentieth century they had taken steps to oppose it formally.”

A few critics also came from the ranks of women reformers who had
no association with the boarding schools. Constance Goddard DuBois
became involved in the Connecticut Indian Association, a branch of the
WNIA. In 1897 she ventured to southern California for a summer, where
she worked to help the Luisefio and Dieguefio peoples of the area.
Thereafter she spent almost every summer with them and almost every
winter advocating their cause. In the early 1900s, she conducted field-
work on the Dieguefios and other Mission Indians off and on under
the direction of Alfred Kroeber, head of the University of California’s
Anthropology Department in Berkeley and also recorded songsand myths
and collected “specimens” for Clark Wissler of the American Museum of
Natural History.” Through her closeassociation witha groupof indigen-
ous people, and no doubt through her exposure to the new anthro-
pological theories of her day that promoted cultural relativism over a
belief in cultural evolution, DuBois became vehemently opposed to
child removal. She particularly targeted Reel’s proposed compulsory
schooling law for Indian children.

Instead of relying on maternalist rhetoric, DuBois used what we
might call a materialist and an equal rights discourse to counter Reel’s
proposed law. First sheargued that the law would “turn the Indians into
a scattered remnant of homeless vagrants, cheap laborers, or paupers,
without land.” Then, she challenged the notion that extending a com-
pulsoryschool law to Indians was no different than similar laws for white
children. “No white child can be forcibly carried from his home without
the consent of his parents,” wrote DuBois, “taken to a school inaccess-
ible and remote, and kept a prisoner under close restraint during the
term of his education.” She concluded, “let no law be placed upon our

statute books that shall mete out to the Indian treatment which would
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outrage every sentiment of humanity if applied to ourselves.” DuBois
agreed that Indians should be provided with education, but she insisted
that “the school should be brought to the Indian, not the Indian to the
school.”** DuBois’ opposition to Indian child removal did not stem from
maternalist sentiment, which emphasized differences between native
and white women; instead, it was grounded on the principle that Indian
children and their parents deserved equal treatment under the law.

Aswescrutinize the work of white women who advocated the removal
of American Indian children to institutions, we can see the inadequacy
of maternalism as it is currently defined. For all their maternal rhetoric,
the maternalism practiced by many reformers in the West looked quite
different from that practiced by white middle-class women in the East.
Rather than promoting a motherly and domestic role for American
Indian women, reformers participated in dispossessing Indian women
of their children. White women maternalists in the West did not “accept
the notion that mothers properly belonged at home with their chil-
dren.” This does not mean, however, that the concept of maternalism is
uscless in studying western women’s history; rather, it reveals the lim-
ited nature of many current studies of maternalism and the need to
redefine and transform the concept. Further work on maternalism in
the West will challenge dominant narratives about maternalism that
have derived primarily from studies in the Eastand have largely focused
on class rather than race. Thedistinctive racial dynamics of the American
West—that complicate and transcend the black-white dichotomy of the
East—shifted maternalist efforts in a different direction than similar
campaigns in the East that targeted working-class women.

At the same time, attention to maternalism may enrich the field of
western women'’s history. The politics of maternalism enabled many
white women in the West to gain positions of power and influence, but
often this was achieved by denying the actual practice of mothering to
theIndian women for whom they supposedly spoke. Through their work
on behalf of Indian women in the West, reformers often couched their
work in benevolent and charitable terms. As historians we would be

shirkingourscholarly responsibilities if wesimplyaccepted thesewomen’s
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pronouncements as proof of their concern for Indian women. A stead-
fast belief in the superiority of white womanhood and a desire to reform
and control Indian women permeated white women’s pronouncements
about rescue work.

For some historians it is easy to dismiss these charges by asserting the
“woman of her times” argument. As this argument goes, these women
were simply unable to escape the racial ideologies of their era, and it is
therefore wrong to judge them by contemporary racial ideologies. Yet
the active participation of white women in shaping these ideologies, as
wellas the presence of other white women activists who challenged mater-
nalist practices, shows that the “woman of her times” argument holds
up little better than the man of his times thesis. As Louise Newman puts
it, “racism was not just an unfortunate sideshow in the performances of

feminist theory. Rather it was center stage: an integral constitutive
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element.”* Notions of racial differenceand hierarchy were fundamental

to white women’s maternalism in the American West and, in turn, mater-
nalism was a key element in shaping racial ideologies in the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
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PUSHING PHYSICAL, RACIAL,
ETHNIC BOUNDARIES

Edith Lucas and Public Education in British Columbia, 1903-1989

HELEN RAPTIS

THE HISTORY OF EDUCATION inBritish Columbia is marked
by the boundaries of race, ethnicity, gender, and geography. Although
historians have devoted much time to documenting British Columbia’s
turbulent ethnic, racial, and gendered relations, they have spent compara-
tively little time examining the impact of the province’s forbidding
geographic landscape on its education system.’ Yet since the inception
of the first public schools in 1872, government and school officials have
wrestled with the challenge of providing educational services toa thinly
scattered populationacrossa province that measuresalmost one million
square kilometres [386,000 square miles] in size.”

Due to the isolation of British Columbia’s scattered communities, gov-
ernment officials have had difficultyattractingand retaining competent

teachers, a situation first dubbed “the rural-school problem” in 1920 by
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Kelowna school inspector Alexander Lord. Edith Ethel Lucas was one
such educator, and her story is one of sustained resistance to the geo-
graphic, racial, and ethnic constraints that bounded her students’ lives.
In 1941 Lucas became one of only three women then directing a branch
of government within British Columbia’s education department.® She
presided over the department for twenty-four years and managed some
of the province’s greatest social challenges. An immigrant to Canada
herself, Lucas used her power within the bureaucracy to ameliorate the
lives of learners who, without the branch, might have been denied an
education due to barriers of race, geography, and ethnicity. During her
tenure as director of the high school correspondence branch from 1941
to 1963, she ensured provision of educational opportunities for British
Columbians in remote regions of the province, including Japanese-
Canadian high-schoolers who were interned during World War II, and
to the steady flow of postwar immigrants who fled their war-ravaged
homelands to settle in British Columbia. Lucas’s desire to assist the
province’s marginalized populations was surely shaped by her personal
experiences of leaving Ireland to settle in a city whose inhabitants, at the

»4

time, were considered “more English than the English.”* This paper will
argue that Lucas’s ability to exercise so much autonomy in government
was facilitated by the era in which she worked—a time described by
British Columbia historian Tom Fleming as the “Imperial Age of School
Administration.” By the time Lucas left government in 1963, this age of
autonomy was already beginning to dissolve.

Edith was the fourth of seven children born to John and Mary Ann
Lucas inIreland in 1903 (Figure 9.1). Her father, a gamekeeper on a mod-
erately-sized estate, was left crippled after a serious bout of rheumatic
fever in 1910. Realizing that his gamekeeper now presented him with a
liability, the earl of the estate provided the Lucas family with passage to
Canada. On 18 April 1913, the outcast Lucas family set sail for Canada on
the EmpressofIreland and arrived in Victoria, British Columbia, on 2 May.*
Reflecting on the experience later in life, Edith’s older sister Evylin
described the scene like this: “With ‘homesick feet upon a foreign shore’

fiveofuschildrenstood ina rowon thesidewalk outside the cpr (Canadian
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FIGURE 9.1:TheLucas Family in County Wicklow, Ireland, 1908. Edith is standing, second
from Ttght [Courtesy: Barry and Lorna Lucas]

Pacific Railway) station building on Belleville Street in Victoria. Mother,
with Rachel and Edwin in tow and Father hobblingalong behind on his
two walking sticks, had gone to look for a place to spend the night.”
Curious passers-by questioned the children’s unsupervised presence
and, upon learning that they had just arrived from Ireland, responded
with a “sniff,” for, according to Evylin, Victoria at the time “was largely
populated by zealots who referred to England as home.”

John Lucas was never able to secure work after arriving in Canada,
and Mary Ann supported the family by undertaking housecleaning and
sewing repairs for the well-to-do families in Victoria. All the while, she
encouraged her children to study hard in order to escape the poverty to

which thefamilywasnow destined. Edithattended North Ward Elementary
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School, noted at the time for its diverse immigrant population, and
graduated from Victoria High School at age 16. (Figure 9.2) Her teachers
immediately recognized her academic capabilities and encouraged her
in several academicareas.” As testimony to her hard work, Lucas’s name
stilladorns the honour roll in the school’s main entrance way. The com-
mentary in her high school yearbook describes Edith as an outstanding
scholar, “inclined to studious habits” with a mind “set to learn and
know.”

After graduatinghigh school, Lucas earned first-classhonours degrees
in French and Latin from the University of British Columbiaand received
the Governor General’s Gold Medal—the province’s highest recogni-
tion of academic excellence.’ From 1925 to 1927, Lucas taught French at
Powell River High School. She then applied for and won the Nichol
Scholarship for postgraduate studies. In three short years, Lucas com-
pleted her doctoral studies in French Literature at the Sorbonne in Paris
(Figure 9.3a and 9.3b). With her PhD in hand, Lucas returned to Canada

»1o0

and “stepped right in to the depression of the thirties.”* Reflecting on
her experiencesseveral decades later, Lucas reported thatshe was “lucky”
to have been granted the “only French position in the province at
Chilliwack.”"

In 1931 Lucas accepted a teaching post at Prince Rupert High School
and became principal in 1933. During her time in Prince Rupert the prov-
incial Department of Education contracted Lucas to write the first senior
French language correspondence courses.” The high school correspond-
ence branch had been established in 1929 to reduce the educational
inequities that had plagued the geographically remoteareasof the prov-
ince since public education’s inception in 1872. Because many settlers
would not have ventured into British Columbia’s hinterland without
assurance of education for their children through correspondence, the
branch became instrumental in the government’s plan to address the

2”13

“rural-school problem.”” Lucas’s success in course writing led to an invi-

tation to join the British Columbia education department full time in

>FIGURE 9.2: Edith Lucas at graduation in 1920.

[Courtesy: Barry and Lorna Lucas]
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FIGURE 9.3B:

Copy of the cover of Edith
Lucas’s doctoral thesis
completed in 1930.
[Courtesy: Barry and Lorna Lucas]

1937, and in 1941 she replaced John Gibson as director of the high school
correspondence branch.™

Within a year of assuming the directorship, Lucas found herself at
the centre of a political tempest over the internment and education of
children of Japaneseancestry. Anti-Japanese sentiment in British Columbia
began long before World War II, and it tended to rise during economic
downturns, periods of increasing immigration, and contentious prov-
incial elections.” By January 1942, after the bombing of Pearl Harbor
and Canada’s declaration of war against Japan, anti-Japanese hysteria
was sweeping the province.” In the face of severe public pressure, the
Canadian government moved the first 100 men of Japanese ancestry from
coastal areas to work camps in the province’s interior on 24 February

1942.7

<FIGURE 9.3A: Edith Lucas while studying in Paris, 1929.
[Courtesy: Barry and Lorna Lucas]
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At that time, the Dominion government assigned the men “to work
on completing the Jasper-Prince George Highway, a road considered
vital to British Columbia’s defence,”* but it did not intend to relocate
women or children. However, events unfolded rapidly over the next
eleven months and culminated in the evacuation of some 22,000 people
of Japanese descent from British Columbia’s coast, including women
and children. As its first step, the federal government established the
British Columbia Security Commission (Bcsc)and granted it the power
to remove any residents of Japanese origin from their homes. Next, the
BCsc transported Japanese evacuees from coastal points outside British
Columbia’s lower mainland to Hastings Exhibition Park in Vancouver
before sending them to abandoned mining towns and other interior
areas.” The government confiscated their property and belongings and
sold them below market value without consent or recompense. Some
6,000Japanese Canadians were “repatriated” to Japan,and most of the rest
were scattered throughout Canada. Few remained in British Columbia.”

The internment seriously compromised the education of children of
Japaneseancestry. There were just over 5,000 Japanese-Canadian school-
children in British Columbia when the government announced the
evacuation.” They had earned reputations as intelligent, hardworking,
and well-behaved, and as having above-average ability.” Reports indi-
cated that the Japanese-Canadian students were active in every aspect of
school lifeand that they mixed well with other children.” Teachers spoke
fondly of them, and as anti-Japanese sentiments increased in 1938, the
British Columbia Teachers’ Federation defended them, condemning
anti-Japanese policies as “dangerous and un-Christian.”*

Teachersand administrators who worked closely with Japanese pupils
also sought to protect their students’ academic status. In April 1942, A.R.
MacNeill, the popular principal of Richmond High School, informed
S.J. Willis, provincial superintendent of education, about his concern
over the rumoured removal of the Japanese students. He inquired about
the proper procedures regarding students qualifying for university
entrance and argued that if the students were evacuated they should be

given correspondence courses free-of-charge for the remainder of the
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term to maintain their academic studies.” Unfortunately, the province’s
elected politicians were not as supportive of the rights of these pupils as
their educators. The provincial government maintained that because
the Canadian government had orchestrated the relocation, the province
was no longer accountable for educating children of Japanese ancestry.”
This was partly because many schools in British Columbia’s interior did
not have the physical capacity to accommodate the Japanese children,
although small numbers of children were “squeezed in” where possible.”
One of the provincial government’s main concerns, however, appears to
have been a lack of human and financial resources. Provincial education
minister H.G. Perry estimated that the total cost of educating the roughly
5,000 interned school children would be $343,026—of which approxi-
mately $230,000 was needed to construct new buildings in the interior
settlements and the rest going to “teachers’ salaries, textbooks and inci-
dental expenses.” Perry and his government argued that such spending
was unwarranted because the evacuees no longer paid property taxes,
and revenues could not be generated to cover the costs of their education.”

The educational problems generated by the war did not affect the
interned studentsalone. Throughout World War II, education in British
Columbia suffered from a lack of human, financial, and material resour-
ces. In August 1942, the Vancouver Sun newspaper announced that the
“harassed Department of Education” was making “desperate attempts
to secure instruction” for children whose teachers had left teaching to
support the war effort. Approximately fifty provincial schools were closed
as the Department of Education “appealed for former teachers in British

»29

Columbia and elsewhere to help out.” By refusing to permit British
Columbia teachers to instruct Japanese children removed to rural areas,
the department was following its strategy to “conserve teachers” for
geographic areas with higher student populations.” In an attempt to
ensure equity throughout the province, the government encouraged stu-
dents in teacher-less schools to enrol in correspondence courses through
the education department’s high school correspondence branch, which
had increased its production capacity significantly to meet increased

demand. In light of these widespread hardships, Roman Catholic,
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Anglican, and United Church groups offered to provide facilities for
educating some of the evacuee children.”

The anti-Japanese sentiment characteristic of some politicians and
the public has been well documented in British Columbia’s historical
literature. Less well documented, to this point, is the history of various
civil servants who were sympathetic to the Japanese evacuees. According
to historian Patricia Roy’s account of the internment, it was “the civil
servants in the Bcsc [who] persuaded their political masters that educat-
ing children in the interior housing settlements was ‘a matter of fairness
to the future of the children’and ‘in the national interest.””*

Asaresultofthis persuasion,on18 Septemberig4z, the Bcscannounced
that it would cover the cost of elementary correspondence programs for
interned pupils up to grade eight. Letters between Anna Miller, director
of elementary correspondence, and the Bcsc indicate that as early as July
1942 the branch provided marking support for lessons in elementary lit-
erature, language, health, social studies, grammar, and general science.”
Although Miller informed the Bcsc education supervisors on several
occasions that course materials and supplies could not be sent, this was
usually due primarily toshortages broughtabout by thewar.* Forexample,
in August 1942, Miller wrote to W.S. McRae, supervisor at Hastings Park,
Vancouver, stating that she could not provide a marking key for math-
ematics because the branch had only one set. Two months later the branch
notified the Bcsc that compasses had become scarce and it was likely
that drawing sets would no longer be supplied.”

According to historical accounts of the internment, “high school stu-
dents—[unlike their primary counterparts| were [officially] left to fend
for themselves through correspondence courses—at their own
expense.”” These accounts appear at odds with education department
correspondence involving Edith Lucas. In April 1942, provincial School
Superintendent S.]. Willis informed Lucas that the Bcsc was considering
correspondence education for high school students in the internment
camps.” By15June1942, plans wereapproved for correspondence courses
to “be made available to high school students under supervisors, with

2338

regular hours of study.” Under this arrangement—referred to as the
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“group plan”—individual correspondence lessons were purchased and
shared by several high school students working under the supervision
of Japanese-Canadian adults.” This “user pay” system was not unlike
the system in which many non-interned, geographically remote stu-
dents enrolled in and paid for their own high school correspondence
courses.” At the start of the war in 1939, the branch enrolled 3,101 such
pupils. The total jumped to 3,982 in 1941 as branch staff scrambled to
accommodate additional pupils whose schools were forced to close due
to wartime teacher shortages.

By February 1943, Edith Lucas and Cleo Booth of the Bcsc’s depart-
mentofeducationwerecorrespondingatlength regardingarrangements
for end-of-year high school examinations.” What is significant is that
Lucas and her colleagues set and marked the exams, not only for official
registrants of the correspondence courses, but also for evacuee students
who were not officially registered.” Furthermore, in response toa request
from internee supervisors, Lucas and her staff postponed end-of-year
examinations from June to August to accommodate evacuees whose edu-
cational progress had been hampered by administrative “delays and
other handicaps” brought about by the evacuation.”

Lucas and her colleagues in the high school correspondence branch
were not alone in their attempts to help evacuee children. Other educa-
tional administrators within and outside of governmentalso assisted in
the interned children’s education. In a letter to Anna Miller in October
1942, the Bescindicated that 2,418 elementary school studentshad bene-
fited from correspondence lessons at a total cost to the commission of
$3,344.45." Later that month, J.A. Tyrwhitt of the Bcsc wrote to Miller
to indicate his need for approximately 1,020 copies of New Canadian
Arithmetic, books I and II, because the books were no longer prescribed
by the provincial education department and were no longer available
from the textbook branch.” Since correspondence lessons were based on
the old texts, Miller appealed to H.N. MacCorkindale, superintendent
of the Vancouver schools, to supply the branch with any surplus copies.*
Nine days later superintendent MacCorkindale had provided Miller
with 1,020 texts that she then dispatched to the Bcsc.” Further assis-
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tance was extended to the evacuces by the faculty of the Vancouver
Normal School, which held annual summer school courses at New Denver
to accommodate Bcsc school instructors.®

Nevertheless, British Columbia’s original government policy was to
not educate the evacuees and to not permit them to enrol in correspond-
ence courses.” However, the Department of Education was caught in a
dilemma, with educators such as Lucas, Miller,and MacCorkindale work-
ingtoovercomethe political circumstances toassist theinterned students
where they could. Although the full extent of these educators’ efforts
may never be known, a letter from Harry Shibuya, supervisor at Alpine
Lodge, Cascade, British Columbia, suggests that Lucas’s assistance was
much appreciated. Shibuya stated that MrJ.A. Tyrwhitt of the Securities
Commission had “acquainted” him with the effort Lucas had “exerted
on behalf of the Canadians of Japanese parentage, in the matter of their
education.” He closed the letter by extending thanks for her “sense of
justice and fair-play,” which she showed on “behalf of the unfortunate
children of evacuees.”

British Columbia’s historical literature has failed to record the posi-
tive contributions of Lucas and her colleagues to the education of the
Japanese Canadians. Instead, accounts have focused more directly on
the actions of the individuals who orchestrated the internment for rea-
sonsthat mightincluderacism, military defence, or political expediency.
In contrast, theactions of Lucasand her colleagues seemed motivated by
astrongsense of social justice, civic fair-mindedness,and a general sense
of fair play. These same qualities served Lucas well after the war, when
the deputy minister of education assigned her the daunting task of co-
ordinating the province’s English and citizenship program during a
high point of immigration. Lucas met the challenge and built the high
school correspondence branch into an internationally prominent organi-
zation.

As part of the post-World War Il resettlement of “displaced persons,”
an influx of non-English-speaking European women came to British
Columbiain1948seekingwork asdomestics. The YoungWomen’s Christian

Association (Ywca) in Victoria, where most of these women settled,
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“undertook, among other things, to give them classes in English.” ywca
volunteer teachers were soon overwhelmed by the magnitude of this
work and the insufficient resources, prompting the deputy minister of
education to request that Edith Lucas “take charge of the program in
English and citizenship.” Lucas quickly recognized the sheer size of her
task, given that there was “no book on the market suitable for teaching
English to intelligent adults of a different tongue.”

Although Lucas, a seasoned teacher and principal, had never before
prepared lessons for adult immigrants, she knew that these learners’
needs differed from those of children and adolescents. Finding no suit-
able resources for adult language instruction, Lucas devised her own
strategy. On her own time, Lucas organized a class of newcomers to meet
in the evenings in her Victoria office, a stone’s throw from the ywca.
Onceshehad prepared and “field tested”a lesson with her own students,
she had it “mimeographed and sent to the Ywca classes for their guid-
ance.”” Each lesson consisted of formal grammar, a vocabulary drill,and
pages of reading material about a fictitious immigrant family experien-
cing various aspects of Canadian life, such as government, banking,
property insurance, taxation, home decoration, and workmen’s com-
pensation. Lucas eventually compiled her lessons into three books, titled
English 1, English II, and English 111, each totalling over 300 pages.” Upon
completing English II, students could sit an examination that entitled
them toa “certificate in English and citizenship,”a document they could
present as evidence of readiness when applying for Canadian citizen-
ship. By 1954, more than 115 night schools in British Columbia used
Lucas’s textbooks, which she described as “instruction in the rights and
responsibilities of Canadian citizenship, teaching at the same time prac-
tical English and our customs.”*

Asamember of the Canadian Citizenship Counciland an immigrant
to Canada, Lucas considered the development of English I, IT and III to
be a “labour of love” —produced mostly during her own unpaid time.
Lucas preferred to produce her own materials from scratch, because she
disapproved of many of the available language texts whose pages were

rife with stilted, formulaic phrases, such as “the pen of myaunt is under
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the lilac bush.” Lucas took pride in her works, which were well illus-
trated with phrasesbuiltaround the dailyneeds of theadult immigrants
“in the sort of sequence in which they are naturally spoken.”

Although first,and always, an educational civil servant, Lucas proved
adept at marketing her books and the other resources produced by the
correspondence branch. With information provided to her by the fed-
eral citizenshipand immigration branch, Lucaswould writeto Canadians
sponsoring or employing recent immigrants offering them her English
language materials. By the early 1950s, Lucas was receiving requests for
her materials from public school teachers.” Requests for advice and
materials came from as far away as California.” In keeping with official
custom of the time, Lucas replied personally to all requests, sending
information and materials free of charge.

During her time as a civil servant, Lucas’s department handled over
100 different correspondence courses that addressed a range of topics,
from “mathematics and French to steam engineering and frame house
construction.”” A 1941 survey of student enrolment revealed a highly
varied student population, of which 27 per cent of the 3,900 enrolled
were adults. Many of Lucas’s enrollees were physically marginalized
from mainstream society, including 273 who were confined to hospital
beds, 104 British Columbia Penitentiary inmates, and twenty inmates
from Oakalla prison. A further eighteen students were enrolled from the
Girls’ Industrial Home, and twenty were from New Haven, the boys’
home. Many enrollees not only passed their senior matriculation, they
won scholarships and other honours.” One such award went to Horst
Kramer, a Rumanian immigrant, who won a major university entrance
bursary foracademic excellencein 1956. He had takenall of hishigh school
education through correspondence—beginning with Lucas’s English for
New CanadiansIand I1.*

Lucas’s correspondence branch also helped many new settlers endure
the hardships experienced in some of Canada’s most geographically
remoteareas. In 1941 there were but three non-native women in the Fort
Selkirk district of the Yukon. They would meet on Thursdays tosewand
knit for soldiers abroad. One of the three, Mrs Kathleen Cowaret, took
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up thestudy of French through Lucas’s correspondence education school.
Through Cowaret’s “delightful, chatty letters,” Edith Lucas learned of
the lonely life in the Far North for those women whose husbands were
absent on trapping expeditions for lengthy periods of time.” Over the
years, appreciative parents informed Lucas that “without assurance of
education for their children through correspondence, they never would
have ventured into remote parts of B.C.”**

By the time Edith Lucas left the civil service in 1963 (Figure 9.4), she
had spent over 25 years building the reputation of British Columbia’s
high school correspondence branch into “international prominence.”
The branch grew from serving 2,000 pupils in 1940 to 20,000 in 1963.”
Through her publications in scholarly journals and talks she provided
when invited, on topics such as correspondence schooling and adult
education, Lucas extolled the virtues of correspondence education.” At
the 1959 annual convention of the British Columbia School Trustees
Association, Lucaslectured school board members that, in regular schools,
“there is a tendency among students to expect the teacher to do all the
work.”™ In contrast, Lucas asserted, correspondence students “learn
quickly to stand on their own feet,” and in so doing develop persever-
ance and willpower that helps them excel at their studies.” Not
surprisingly, Lucas sought to foster in her students the discipline and
resourcefulness that she had learned as an immigrant child—the qual-
ities that had taken her from a working-class neighbourhood in Victoria
to the classrooms of the Sorbonne, and the independent mindedness
that she had demonstrated throughout her career in government as she
sought to surmount the rural, racial, and ethnic inequalities that div-
ided British Columbia society as surely as its great mountain ranges. In
1960, as testament to her international stature, the Ford Foundation
selected her to set up a correspondence program for the West Indies.”

In1963,Lucasdecided to retire carly for two reasons. Troubled through-
out her life with a serious goitre, her physical energies had begun to
wane. Inaddition, the provincial education department was on the verge
of reorganization. She felt that after such a reorganization, the branch

should be in the hands of younger people. With her usual blend of
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humour and humility, she noted that she did not want to “crawl to the
goal post.”

On 3 February 1989—two months before her eighty-sixth birthday—
Edith Ethel Lucas passed away.”” Newspapers noted her passing with
headlineslauding herasa“famouseducator” withan “honoured career.””
These records testify that Lucas was an outstanding scholar and a pion-
eeringeducatorwhomadesignificantcontributionsto provincial, national,
and international communities. No doubt Lucas’s first-hand experien-
cesasan Irish immigrant in the very “English” city of Victoria, and later
onasa graduate studentalone in France, fostered her empathy for “out-
siders.” And, like other educational and social reformers of her time, Lucas
was evidently motivated by a strong desire to serve others.”

Edith Lucas’s story provides contemporary researchers with a win-
dowintoaforgotten world of educational government—aworld controlled
almost entirely by “professionals” inside the system.” Lucas’s ability to
“push” the physical, racial, and ethnic boundaries that would otherwise
restrictthelivesofherlearnerswasgreatlyfacilitated bythe“unbounded”
autonomy that government granted civil servants of the time. From her
position inside the education department, Lucas could, and did, bypass
government’sofficial policy not to educate theJapanese-Canadian intern-
ees. As a senior civil servant, she could, and did, make decisions that
mattered to youngsters, as she did in postponing the 1943 year-end
examinations. Unable to find a suitable textbook with which to teach
English toadult immigrants, shesimply created her own. In short, Lucas’s
achievements on behalf of the province’s marginalized learners were
the consequences of a combination of two factors: a socio-political con-
text that bestowed unbridled latitude on senior civil servants,and Lucas’s
personal drive to improve the lives of British Columbia’s marginalized

learners,among whom she had once been counted.

<FIGURE 9.4: Edith Lucas in 1965, two years after her retirement.
[Courtesy: Barry and Lorna Lucas]
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SECTION FIVE

EVERYONE WHO CROSSES a border is a transgressor of one
kind or another, either entering or departing a space that is not “theirs.”
Atthesametime, bordersarenever morereal than when theyare crossed,
even if the crossers flout them. The articles in this section consider three
different groups of border crossers and border transgressors, three dif-
ferent groups of Americans who entered the Canadian West: prostitutes,
clubwomen, and African Americans. Each group made specificand stra-
tegic uses of the border to suit its own needs, build particular identities,
and resist particular circumstances.

Anumber of western industries crossed the 49th parallel. Thefur trade,
logging, ranching, mining, and agriculture all crossed the line, pushing
and pulling trappers, loggers, cowboys, miners, and harvest hands to wher-
ever they could sell their skills on either side of the border. Char Smith
follows the migrations of the women sex workers whose work was so
closely tied to western industries that drew disproportionate numbers
of men to the ranges, mining camps, and forests of the North American
West. Unlike the male workforce, however, women in the highly strati-

fied sex trade crossed the class lines of their clientele.
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No other transborder labourers were as reviled as the American pros-
titutes who crossed thewestern Canadian-American border. Theirjourneys
illuminate the intersecting boundaries of sex and class, public morality
and private behaviour. They illuminate, too, the various meanings of
border crossings, those that the women chose voluntarily, to work, and
those they endured involuntarily,as Canadian authorities deported them.
National identity and citizenship, too, became more complex: a means
to attract customers, or for the state to deport the women back to the
United States. So, too, did the treasured concept of western mobility
suggest different meanings for women who simply moved to work and
for whom the border was just one more line to be crossed.

The genteel club women discussed in Nora Faires’ article present a
quitedifferent exampleof experienceshad bya group of American women
in western Canada, and a very different connection between identity and
mobility. Americans were a significant minority in Calgary, making up
more than 13 per cent of the city’s foreign-born population in 1911, with
a political and economic influence far beyond their numbers. The
American Women’s Club of Calgary, founded in 1912, was dominated by
well-to-do married white women for whom the Club erected protective
boundaries that reinforced American identities and promised an even-
tualreturntohomessouthoftheborder. Unlikethe American prostitutes
who had to or were forced to stay on the move, the Club women chose to
see themselves as being on the move even when they clearly weren’t,
becauseonly then could they retain their American identities. As women
crossed the Club threshold, they found ahaven from conflicting national
demands for their loyalty and their identity.

Cheryl Foggo’s family was not as unwanted as the prostitutes nor as
valued as the elite American club women from whose social circles they
were excluded. Foggo, afourth-generation Canadian, tellsher own story
of growing up Black in the Canadian West, where racist social bound-
aries “fenced out” African Canadians, both subtly and blatantly. Foggo,
an author and filmmaker, screened portions of a film about her family’s
history in Albertaat the “Unsettled Pasts” conference. For this volume, she

graciously allowed us to reprint excerptsfrom herautobiography, Pourin’

238  OmneStep Over the Line



Down Rain, and wrote a new introduction for the article. Foggo probes
her own identity, her family’s historic ties to Canada, and her own, the
cross-border migrationsand the cross-border movements through which
she crafted her own identity as an African Canadian woman in Alberta.

The excerpts from Pourin’ Down Rain chronicle the complexities of
African Canadian history and identity, as Foggo uncovers progressive
layers of her own awareness of race, of racism in the United States and
Canada, and sources of Black identity and strength that also crossed the
49th parallel. The narrative of her own maturation, and her reflections
from a 2006 perspective on the autobiography she began to write in
1985, further emphasize the importance of time and place—of history
and context—to how we understand ourselves and our pasts.

These three groups of border-crossers and -transgressors highlight
the multiple meanings that can beattached to or derived from that cross-
ing. Each group made different uses of the border and different uses of
their American identities once they had crossed the line. The prostitutes
were never going to be considered talented or charming, and were never
going to be welcome despite their best efforts to stay. They used the line
in a manner nation states feared—as something that could enable and
only occasionally hinder their work in the sex trade. They also occasion-
ally used it as a source of identity and pride, for marketing purposes,
which would have horrified the club women. They crossed the border in
addition to transgressing many other boundaries of gendered and
racialized propriety. By contrast, the Club women could move in some
of the highest social circles in Calgary but saw themselves as sojourners
even when they weren’t. They used the border the way their class, gender,
and race wanted it to be used: asa marker of national and personal iden-
tity one could be proud of, as a marker of difference-but-sameness, as a
line that could reinforce other hierarchies (like class, race, and gender).
They tended to stay put once they had crossed the line, yet they carried
the border with them always—to remind themselves that they were not
“home,” that they were “outsiders” despite racial and class privilege. For
Foggo, the borders of race remained even when the national border had

been crossed, yet racism was performed differently in Canada than in
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the United States, a difference that mattered, even if Canada did not ful-
fillthedreamsthatdrew Black Americans north. Like African Americans,
African Canadians always contend with issues of belonging, and of the
intersectinghistoriesand identities of beingBlack whilebeing Canadian,
orbeing American. Nowhere do the histories of border crossings become
more complex, or more densely clear, than in the difficult histories of
forced migration from Africa to North America, and the efforts to forge
Black communities and identities across those difficult social and his-

torical borderlands.
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“CROSSING LINE”

American Prostitutes in Western Canada, 1895-1925

CHAR SMITH

BORDERLANDS STUDIES have traditionally focussed on the
movement of ethnic groups over national boundaries. For example,
Gloria Anzaldua’s Borderlands: La Frontera, a path-breaking study of
movement across the U.S.-Mexican border, examined the effects of the
border on ethnicity and the construction of identity, shifting cultural
practices and language.’ While ethnicity affected some groups’ experi-
ences in the borderlands, as a category of analysis ethnicity is less useful
when studying a group of people who arguably had little in common—
American prostitutes who crossed the western Canadian-U.S. border.
While groups of marginalized people in borderlands studies often have
similar backgrounds, the women in this study came from many differ-
ent classand ethnic groups. They also worked in thesex tradeat different
levels, from the brothel madams, who were some of the wealthiest resi-

dents of the towns, to the women working in the cribs or on the streets.



Prostitutes’ position within the community and their financial success,
contact with authorities, the formation of relationships and personal
safety,and their experience of crossing the border into anew country were
all affected to some degree by class, ethnicity, and stratification of the
sex trade. By focussing on the role of the border in the lives of American
prostitutes who crossed the line into western Canada, this article exam-
ines how women negotiated various types of border crossings and how
nationality affected women’s experiences and their construction of iden-
tity in the borderlands.

The transnational movement of women can easily be related to the
standard national frameworks of resource and economic development.
Just as we can trace the movement of American capital and people into
British Columbia and Alberta (from urban development in the lower main-
land, to gold and coal mining in the Kootenays and southern Alberta), so
too we can follow the immigration of prostitutes into the boomtowns.*
Yet this framework often leads to the standard narrative of western fron-
tier prostitution in which women of loose morals followed the men into
the resource extraction areas to turn a quick buck and leave the area as
soon as the “civilizing influence of women of good character” started to
filterinto the towns.* Astudy of American prostitutes in western Canada
suggests that the “standard narrative” based on geographicand economic
modelsneedsto be reconsidered when examining prostitutes who crossed
national borders to conduct their trade.*

So what drove American prostitutes across the border? Following
economic models, historians often argue that prostitutes came north to
seize the opportunity of engaging in a lucrative, if temporary, business.’
There are many stories on both sides of the border of the whore with a
heart of gold, the Mae Wests who were fixtures in the frontier towns,
providing feminine careand companionship in the rough and ready male
world of cowboys, miners,and lumberjacks, outlaws, and even Mounties.
These women are often depicted as beautiful, well dressed, independ-
ent,and even powerful within theircommunities. Aswithanystereotype,
my research found that there was some truth to these representations,

but they did not tell the whole story.® Like other immigrant groups,
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American prostitutes came North for a number of reasons. Wealthy
brothel owners in Rossland clearly saw economic opportunity in the
British Columbian mining booms. Some women crossed so often that
the border may have been meaningless, while others capitalized on their
nationality by catering to the large number of American men in the
Canadian West. Personal ties, too, may have drawn prostitutes into British
Columbia and Alberta. Border crossings were relatively easy in the early
years of fluid migration, and many women had family and friends on
both sides of the border.” Some prostitutes used the border to escape their
pasts, elude the law, or give in to a restless mobility, common for many
women who lived life on the margins. Finally, some sex trade workers
weresubjected to involuntary border crossings as police increasingly exer-
cised deportation as a viable tool for the removal of undesirable women
from western Canadian cities and towns.

Popular cultural representations of wealthy and beautiful brothel
madams are very similar on both sides of the border. While contempor-
ary stereotypes in Canada are fed in part by the importation of American
cultural icons like Mae West, historically, the transnational movement
of prostitutes may have contributed to the stereotype. Sid, Dora, and
Stella were all wealthy brothel owners in Rossland in the 1890s through
the 1910s.” All had travelled from the western states during a mining
boom in which Rossland was called “the new Eldorado.” Along with the
American miners, capital, and expertise that crossed the border in the
early years of the rush, these prostitutes also crossed the line, bringing
their own capital or making enough money to open up brothels in the
boomtowns. Inan atmosphere of intense com petition, the brothels began
todevelopspecificclienteles. Stella’s Vancouver House was on the “respect-
able” edge of a large block of tenements used as cribs.” Close by were
numerous saloons, hotels,a bowling alley and poolroom, lodging houses,
and miners’ rooms over offices and stores. Her customers were the men
who spent their leisure time in the downtown core, as well as her hotel
guests—in many cases the “elites” or the wealthiest in the town.”

Dora’s and Sid’s brothels were located in the southern end of the city,

almost beyond the city limits in 1897. Far from the bustling downtown
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saloons and hotels, their brothels likely catered to workingmen coming
from the smelter in Trail and to travellers.” They were located half a
block away from the passenger platform of the Columbia and Western
Railway that traversed the southern edge of the city on its route to Trail,
with important connections south to Washington state and north to
steamer connections on the Arrow Lakes.”

Sid, Dora, and Stella were all white madams from middle-class back-
grounds between the ages of thirty and fifty who had sold properties in
the United States before relocating to Rossland. Although the records
do not provide much detail, they appeared to have followed the mining
booms as they moved across the western United States. Certainly by the
time they reached Rossland, all were experienced businesswomen. They
provided a variety of services, offering their customers lodging, meals
and drink, laundry services, companionship, entertainment, and (of
course) sexual services. These madams appear to have maintained their
American connections, and prostitutes coming from the United States
quickly found a warm welcome in Rossland brothels, especially in Stella’s
hotel, which had a high turnover of American women."

Nationality was important for women who sought to capitalize on it
by catering to the migrant men who populated the Canadian boom-
towns. In the police records, many of these women chose to identify
themselves as Americans, and like the woman who renamed herself
“Texas” when she crossed the border proudly proclaimed, it was their
place of birth. There may have been significant benefits for American
madams. Many boomtowns attracted large numbers of American immi-
grants,and “Texas’s house” reportedly offered the reassuring sounds of
a true southern drawl, along with its other services.” Nationality thus
became significant for women who in many other ways were nameless,
existing on the outside margins of society, and identified only by the cat-
egory of “prostitute.” Police recognized that women frequently used
aliases, and in the monthly collection of fines, nationality and location
were more significant identifiers for police than names. But nationality
may have had multiple meanings for the women in the borderlands.

For some women, ethnicity may have been as important as national-

ity.Inall thetownsof the Kootenays,and in city police records in Victoria,
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Vancouver,and Calgary, police identified brothels as Asian, Black, or eth-
nically grouped, such as the women described as “Italian” in Greenwood’s
police records and newspapers or “French Mary’s” house in Rossland.”
Police recognized and used the names of “characters” like Texas and
Stella; however, anonymity was often protection for women of ethnic
minorities. Police seldom identified individuals in ethnically grouped
brothels, more often using locations rather than names. Thus, “Japtown
whorehouses” appeared in Calgary records, and “the houses on Dupont
[Street]” referred to brothels in Vancouver’s Chinatown. Rarely are women
in these brothels mentioned by name except in the regular collection of
fines, and the frequency of some names in certain brothels suggests the
ease with which women changed namesand nationalities.” Ethnicity was
less easy to hide. So when the North West Mounted Police closed down a
Japanese brothel just outside of Calgary due to an outbreak of syphilis,
the women had fewer options and less mobility than other prostitutes
and remained in the house until their symptoms appeared to go away
andtheyhad passedamedicalinspection,allowing thehousetoreopen.”
While increased marginalization in ethnically grouped brothels may
have worked to strengthen the bonds of identity, the women in most
brothels came from a wide variety of backgrounds, and some of the most
successful brothels may have purposely offered a selection of women of
different nationalities. For women who were cut off from their pastand
exiled from their nation of birth, however, personal connections may
have become more significant than national or ethnicidentity.

If we complicate national models of western expansion and the eco-
nomic analyses of resource development with an examination of the
individual experiences of prostitutes who crossed the line, it becomes
clear that personal connections played a role in drawing women into the
borderlands. By frequently using aliases and refusing to provide per-
sonal information to the police, or by quickly moving on to the next town
when theyfound themselves under surveillance, prostitutes often avoided
contact with police by maintaining their anonymity. In contrast to the
brothel prostitutes who had proudly proclaimed their nationality, when
women chosea transient lifestyle, or when they were driven out of towns

as police closed vice districts, their identities became less connected to
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national or ethnic markers and more closely tied to the personal rela-
tionships they developed.

At first glance, public fights, abusive language, and thefts appear to
characterize prostitutes’ relationships with each other. Rossland police
records show twenty-seven instances of fightsbetween prostitutes between
1898 and 1902 and numerous cases of stolen property. One example is
the charge brought against Irene by a fellow prostitute for stealing a sil-
ver trayvalued at $4. Also typical were the results of the case—the plaintiff
decided todrop the chargeand the case was dismissed the next day.” But
not all prostitutes’ relationships were characterized by violence, jeal-
ousy,and competition. Marion Goldman notes that structural aspects of
thetradeled to the formation of long-lasting friendships between women.
Women livingand working together in brothels orasindependent pros-
titutes forced into close proximity in restricted districts led to “isolation
from the respectable community, [which| created a bond among them.””
In western Canada, instances of thistype of bond becameapparent when
prostitutes travelled together over long periods of time, protected each
other from the hazards of the trade, provided charity to co-workers in
times of need, and responded emotionally in times of extremity.

In the records of monthly fines, occasionally it is possible to identify
prostitutes who had a family connection through the uniqueness of their
surnames. Gay and Marion, for example, crossed the line into Grand
Forks and travelled together throughout the Kootenays, changing resi-
dence frequently, but always appearing together until they left the area
one year later.”

Similarly, Blancheand Louise fled Vancouver together and opened up
a brothel in Hedley in the aftermath of a very public trial of Louise’s
alleged husband, Desire Brothier. In 1904, Brothier received seven years
for forgery, procuring, and buggery. At the time, Brothier’s sister and
brother-in-law were also charged in connection with the forgery of a
medical certificate that claimed Blanche was free of disease, but the char-
ges were dropped when they fled to Montana. The persistent efforts of
Brothier’s brother-in-law and new evidence of the sister’s involvement

intheforgery led to Brothier’s release after serving just two years. Blanche
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and Louise remained together for the duration of his incarceration and
disappeared from British Columbia immediately upon Brothier’s release,
presumably to return with him to the United States.”

At times, prostitutes assisted their colleagues, even when it was dan-
gerous for them to do so. Mrs Welsh was fined for running a bawdy house
because she opened her doors to a fellow American prostitute who had
no other place to go, ensuring “she would no|t] be drove [sic] around like
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a dog when she had not done anything.” In the same spirit of sister-
hood, a group of prostitutes in Nelson raised money for a madam “to
provide her with the necessities of living, she being sick and destitute
with a large family, and no one to assist her but the charitable.””

Although prostitutes’ isolation may have led to the formation of
stronger personal ties, it likelymade thingslike child-bearingand mother-
hood more difficult. Children appear in the records in connection with
prostitutes quite regularly, and there are several stories of neglected
children who police believed were endangered by the involvement of
their mothers in the sex trade.” Yet the sources also indicate that prosti-
tutes may have had a broader range of options for caring for their
children than is often suggested. For example, Minnie, a brothel madam
in Golden, took care of a young prostitute’s child for many years, even-
tuallysendinghim tolivewith Minnie’s mother in Spokane, Washington.
This type of arrangement would usually be hidden from public view,
except Minnie became annoyed when the young mother quit paying for
the boy’s monthly room and board and took her case to the local justice
of the peace.”

While personal ties may have drawn some prostitutes into western
Canada, others used the border to escape their pasts. In the West, the
presence of men in the brothels in the roles of lovers and pimpsisappar-
ent, though not all that common in the earlier years. Further, charges of
“living off the avails of prostitution” may have included many types of
relationships other than the obvious one involving economic exploita-
tion and physical abuse. In Desire Brothier’s case, procuring appears to
have concerned a relationship with Blancheand Louise that transcended

evena few years in jail. Aletter from one of Brothier’s former prostitutes,
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who fled to France to escape testifyingagainst him, declares her undying
love and an offer to send letters or money if doing so would help him
gain his freedom.*

Many prostitutes who travelled with men may have benefited from
their protection. In Rossland there were two husband and wife teams
operating brothels, and police remarked on the lack of conflict in those
houses compared to others in operation at the time. Jennie, a Japanese
prostitute in Revelstoke, who had came to British Columbia from Seattle
in 1900 with her husband, appeared to havea stable relationship in which
she controlled the couple’s finances. Yet her husband’s presence did not
prevent her murder in 1905.” For the occasional woman who might have
gained from long-term connections with men, many suffered from abu-
sive, violent relationships—and some paid the price with their lives.

Thereare many tragicstories of domesticand physical abuse of pros-
titutes in western Canadian legal records. While some women sought to
escape their pasts, not all were successful. Annie was a Black American
prostitute who had travelled to Phoenix with an entertainment troupe
in 1903. From all accounts she had a beautiful voice. She had sought to
escapethememoriesofanalmostfatal stabbingin Spokane, Washington,
for which her live-in companion, Joshua Bell, had done time. But she
did not run far enough. Just one year later, Bell arrived in Phoenix with
an American prize-fighting outfit that had toured the West, presumably
on a hunt for Annie. When he found her, he planned a cold-blooded mur-
der, waiting in hiding for her to come out of her brothel and “stabbed
her in the breast with aknife, and then kicked in her teeth.” Bell tried to
flee back across the border but was quickly caught. His hanging made big
news in all the British Columbia newspapers, with race and nationality
the dominant themes in the narratives. Some editors even indulged in
the opportunity to add to the rampant anti-Asian rhetoric by calling for
the deportation of all people of colour who had come from the United
States. For Annie, the Canadian borderlands were no safe haven from
the violence that followed her.”

Whether prostitutes crossed the line for economic gain, to capitalize

on their nationality, re-establish personal ties, or to run away from the
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past, mobility was pervasive in the trade. Except fora lucky few who were
able to achieve financial success, sex trade workers suffered from a gen-
eral lack of stability caused in part by the marginalization of women who
existed outside the law and outside the bounds of accepted morality. In
the late 1800s, as resource booms occurred across western Canada, many
American prostitutes voluntarily crossed the line on a regular basis.
Structural changes in the trade in the early twentieth century, when broth-
els were shut down and streetwalking increased, led to greater mobility.
But this mobility was increasingly restricted within national boundaries
when the police began to deport “undesirable” prostitutes and used the
border to limit re-entry. Border crossings were also made more difficult
with the implementation of changes to the Immigration Act in 1906,
which halted theearlier policy of free entry. By 1914, the prohibited classes
increased from those who might become publicchargesorinfirmtoinclude
persons convicted of “any crime involving moral turpitude, prostitutes,

2929

pimps, professional vagrants or beggars...”” Police then had a powerful
weapon with which to fight morality crimes, and in a climate of social
change they began to use that weapon more frequently.

Their considerable mobility makes it very difficult to trace prosti-
tutes who travelled in the West; most worked alone and may have had
very good reasons to maintain their anonymity. Fortunately, prostitu-
tion was not just a profitable business for the women. The police and
town councils also made a lot of money regulating the sex trade, and they
left extensive records. Just like other national myths, western Canada’s
law-abiding reputation does not hold up well in an examination of the
police court dockets, which are full of charges for prostitution, theft, gam-
bling, assaults, and even the occasional murder. And the sex trade was
certainly one of the steadiest sources of income for the fledgling western
cities.” For example, when John S. Ingram took over as chief constable
of the Rossland Police, he systematically collected fines from all the
brothels and cribs on a monthly basis, filling the city coffers with well
over $1,000 per month. To maintain this source of revenue for the city,
Ingram and his constables kept extensive records tracking the move-

ments of prostitutes in and out of the city, many of whom were
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Americans.” To control the influx of transients into their towns, a regu-
lar duty of the lowest constable on the roster in Rossland was to watch
passengers as they disembarked from trains, looking for single women
who were not met by “respectable” residents.*” In towns like Princeton,
in the Similkameen, where trains came from both Vancouver and from
thesouth through thebordercrossingof Oroville, Washington, “Specials”
were hired to help the single policeman keepan eye on the dayand night
trains.Oncemarked, police tended to keepa close watch on these women’s
activities.” For itinerant prostitutes, this intense surveillance usually
resulted in charges within a few weeks or even a few days of the woman’s
arrival,and the prostitutefrequently left townimmediatelyafterappearing
in courtand paying her fine.” If police felt they did not have enough evi-
dence for a charge of prostitution, they often charged the woman with
other offences, which suggests that once a woman was suspected, any
means that effectively removed “undesirable” women from the com-
munity was deemed legitimate.”

Women were frequently on the move throughout the early 1900s, yet
they were increasingly restricted within national boundaries as borders
were closed down. Social reformers frequently called for deportation as
one means to close down the red-light districts. The Vancouver Police
Commission’s recommendations for “handling the social evil” in 1912
are typical for this era: “The Chairman stated the Attorney General had
laid down five different ways or means of bringing about a better condi-
tion of affairs viz (1) That all undesirable aliens be stopped at the border
and refused admittance into Canada. (2) That these women can be brought
up in court everyday and fined, and in time got rid of.(3) You can fine the
land-ladies each dayand if the fine is not paid you can issue distress war-
rants on their goods. (4) You take proceedings against the males who
visit these places and (5) To prosecute the owners of these buildings for
living off the proceeds of crime.”* On the streets of Lethbridge, Calgary,
Vancouver, Nelson,and Victoria, reformers toured the red-light districts,
making recommendationsto police departmentsthat usuallydemanded
complete suppression of the trade. These tours had dire consequences

for prostitutes, as they incited public opinion against the women. As
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carly as 1903, growth in Vancouver’s downtown area made the brothels
on Dupont Street too visible for the comfort of Vancouver City Council
and it decided to force the women to leave.” However, council could not
decide where to move the women, most of whom owned their proper-
ties, and therefore it let the matter rest for almost three years, until moral
reformers increased their activities in 1906.

The fight between the prostitutes of Dupont Street and city council
began in earnest in 1906 with a letter from a resident of the area to the
mayor, claiming that the police chief, reportedly for “mercenary” rea-
sons,had ignored his complaintsaboutabrothel on Dupont. He claimed
that the brothel was “conducted by two colored girls, whose conduct is
in the extreme reprehensible...they harbour white girls who are visited
and debauched by colored men and chinamen who induce them to
smokeopiumand indulgein many un-natural practices.”** Thisinflamed
publicopinion about the brothels because the complainant focussed on
their multi-racial nature in an era when racism, and especially anti-Chi-
nese sentiment, was already heightened in the city.” The allegation that
Chief North was profiting from the presence of the red-light district
caused an investigation that resulted in his suspension in June 1906,and
he was replaced by Chief Chisholm.*

Despitea legal fight, the women were finally given ten days’ notice to
vacatetheir premises.” Althoughitappeared tothe publicthat Chisholm’s
ultimatum was being adhered to, internal police records suggest that
this was not the case. After a city police sergeant was forced to resign for
allowing the brothels on Dupont to “[run]| full blast,” the chief recom-
mended “that his resignation be accepted,” and he suggested that “the
Commissioners have nothing further to enquire into.”* Possibly, the chief
did not want the commissioners to investigate too closely into where the
women had gone when they followed his orders to vacate Dupont Street.
In an interview in November 1906, Chisholm said he could not respond
to the question of the dispersal of the women: his instructions were to
clear the street, and he had obeyed those instructions. When questioned
if they would “flit again to respectable sections of the city,” Chisholm

replied, “I make no concealment of my view...that ultimately one place,
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one district remote from respectable streets and centres, will have to be
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set aside for these dames.”* But this sentiment was in direct opposition
to the reform agenda of suppressing vice altogether, and Chisholm did
not lastany longer as chief of police than had his predecessor, North.*
Many of the women who left Dupont moved to Shanghaiand Canton
streets, also in Chinatown, and by the end of 1906 the whole process began
again.*” First, Chinese merchants began a petition requesting that police
“prevent an invasion of undesirable women.”* Then, moral reformers
andaldermen toured thedistrict, finding that conditions in the restricted
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district were the “worst in [the| city’s history.”” The allegations were
brought before the police board, extra police were put on duty in the
area, and the brothels were raided regularly.* In Vancouver, forcing the
brothels to close down and move to a new district every few years had
the undesirable result of scattering many of the women who could not
afford to buy new houses every time they were forced to move.

With each relocation, more women ended up moving into rooming
houses throughout the city. Police thus found it increasingly difficult to
regulate the women, and police records correspondingly showadecrease
in large groups of monthly fines that were collected from the madams
and inmatesof brothelsas police went house to house. Individual charges
for streetwalking increased throughout the period, as did charges for
“keepinga bawdyhouse” that were collected from single women in room-
ing houses.” Increased suppression of the trade had long-range effects
on the structure of prostitution in western Canada. From finding some
protection amongst the female communities of the brothels, prostitutes
were increasingly forced to rely on their own resources as they negoti-
ated their increasingly marginalized status.

The reform movement that led to the closing of formal red-light dis-
trictsin thecitiesalsoaffected nationalidentity. Whetherforciblyscattering
women into new areas in the city, deporting them back to the States, or
moving them on toanother town, nationality may have become less impor-
tantas women sought to hide their country of birth to avoid deportation
orresigned themselves to accepting a new nationalityas borders became
harder to cross. While women who seized economic opportunity or

formed personal connections voluntarily crossed the line, others were
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notable to exercise the same degree of agency. A wave of deportations of
American prostitutes in the early 1900s from western Canadian cities
afforded the women little opportunity to choose their nation of resi-
dence. While many could claim at least twenty years’ residency in Canada,
in the new climate of moral regulation they were uprooted from their
homes, families, and friends and unceremoniously dumped on theother
side of the border asa means of ending the “social evil.”

Chargesof “white slavery” werefrequently heard in this eraasa result
of thehighly publicized anti-prostitution campaigns in the United States,
in which “muckraking journalists exposed the web of corruption
between police, politicians, and vice magnates. Novelistsand filmmakers
sensationalized the traffic in women in lurid tales of abduction, rape,
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andsexualslavery.”* Much of the American material, estimated toamount
to as many as one billion pages over the period, was incorporated into
Canadian publications, with the Methodist Church’s Department of
Temperance and Moral Reform leading the way in generating numer-
ous pamphlets that were presented in speaking tours across the country.
One Methodist publication, Canada’s War on the White Slave Traffic, used
American estimates that “15,000 foreign girls, and 45,000 native born
are the victims every year in the United States and Canada.™

Police usually recognized that the stereotypical representation of the
“black-hearted man” waiting on the train platform to force an innocent
young woman into the sex trade occurred very rarely. Nevertheless, they
did use the rhetoricof the white slave trade to assist them in their sweeps
through the red-light districts. For example, in 1907 police took a “cen-
sus of...[Vancouver’s] restricted district in Chinatown...found 180 sporting
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women recently settled there.” Fortunately for the police, they found
that all but five of the women came from the United States, and thus
involved immigration inspectors in the deportation of more than 150
women.” This led to an odd kind of cross-border trade—a trade in pros-
titutes. Once the deportees arrived in Seattle and were released by the
immigration officials, they quickly re-crossed into Canada. In late 1907
another census set the number of American prostitutes in Vancouver’s

Chinatown at z10.*
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Allbordertownsfound deportationahandywayto deal withunwanted
prostitutes, although everyone knew they simply re-crossed the line. In
Lethbridge, Alberta, after five years of deporting prostitutes across the
border only to see them re-enter almost immediately, the newspapers
began to call for an end to the expense of using police hours to gather
and transport the women to the border. After tossing out the idea of
simply sending them en masse to Calgary, the town eventually settled
for putting the prostitutes on a train, preferably not at town expense,
and sending them east or west.

Whetherforciblyscatteringwomen into new areas of thecity,deporting
them back to the States, or moving them on to another town, increased
suppression of the trade had long-range effects on the structure of the
trade. After finding some protection amongst the female communities
of the brothels, prostitutes were forced to rely on their own resources as
they negotiated their increasingly marginalized status. One means was
to construct an identity linked to national pride. As expatriates, many
American women banded togetherand proudly proclaimed their national
identity. Others found anonymity to be saferand formed connections on
the personal level as friends, sisters, daughters, wives,and mothers, choos-
ing to reject nationality as an identifying factor. Some had little choice
but to withstand the repeated deportations that might arise from being
identified as American.

In common with American settlers and immigrants who came North,
prostitutes in western Canada shared the hopes, dreams, and aspirations
connected with crossinganyborderintoanewland. But there wereimport-
ant differences too. As women living on the margins, prostitutes also
crossed lines of respectability and acceptability, which made their jour-
ney across the border that much more difficult.
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“TALENTED CHARMING
STRANGERS ACROSS LINE”

Gendered Nationalism, Class Privilege, and the

American Woman’s Club of Calgary

NORA FAIRES

It is safe to say that in Calgary there are one thousand American women....
Outstde of the life of the home what has the American woman who first
comes in this country to interest her?...[T|he time has arrived for the former
women residents of the United States to band together and do something to
make it easter and more pleasant for the American sister upon her arrival
1 a new country.

—“Organization of a Club for American Women,”

Calgary News Telegram, 26 March 1912
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Many prominent Americans...had already established lovely homes [in
what]was known as “American Hill.” These ladies were anxious to extend
a friendly greeting to the many talented and charming strangers from
across the line, and they were included in our first roster.... [T]he American
Woman’s Club of Calgary rejoices in the fact that it is, every day of its exis-
tence, proving of value in this far west, to those who are but “ships that
pass in the night.”

—Glimpses of the Past, American Woman’s Club of Calgary

Golden Anniversary Booklet, 1912-1962

WRITING IN 1922 forthe popular Canadian weekly Saturday Night,
Toronto journalist Anne Anderson Perry took up the subject of “The

»1

American Woman in Canada.” Focusing on the five “American Women’s
Clubs”established inleading Dominion cities during the previousdecade,
Perry began by placing these organizations in the context of parallel insti-
tutions flourishingacross the border: “Dotted over the United Statesare
many Canadian Clubs [in which] Canadian men or women, living away
from the land of their birth, seek to promote sociability among them-
selves, to do constructive civic or community work in the cities where
their lives are cast.” Perry lauded the clubs as sites where “thousands of
Canadiansavail themselves of the opportunity...to preserve their national
sympathies, to feel anew their ties of sentiment with Britain, to reaffirm,
in a word, their Canadianism, even though many of them are natural-
ized Americans and lead the lives of American citizens.” Sheassured her
readers that “in this there is nothing amiss, nor is there ever any ques-
tion among our friendly cousins to the south of the right or rightness of
these Canadian Clubs to exist and flourish.” The same was true of orga-
nizationsof Americans living in Canada, Perry maintained, which differed
from the Canadian societies in a single key respect: the American clubs
“haveallbeen formed by women, for women,and areknown asAmerican
Women'’s Clubs.”

This essay analyzes the first of such organizations, the American

Woman’s Club of Calgary (awc), from its founding in 1912 through the
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Second World War. Most of the members of this organization were well-
to-do white married women who crossed the international border as
dependants of their husbands. They had the leisure time to pursue a
round of mannered socializing that included card parties, teas, paper
flower-making, travelogues, and cooking demonstrations for elegant
repasts. With the means to dispense charity to the needy, they also had
the resolve to deny their benevolence to those they deemed unworthy.
The club members endeavored to use their gender, race, and class privi-
lege to insulate themselves from pressing economic, social,and political
questions, often with striking success. In line with Perry’s depiction,
these women self-consciously constructed themselves not as settlers to
CalgarybutasU.S.women whose lives temporarily “cast” them in Canada;
their organizational outpost reinforced this gendered, classed sojourner
identity, even as some became long-term residents of Alberta.
Meanwhile, the act of establishing the club connected them to the
city where they resided (but pointedly refused to call home), enmeshing
them in the burgeoning realm of local women’s associations.* The club’s
charter inscribes this unstable, marginalized position. Mandating that
the organization remain aloof from both religiousand political issues in
case these might provoke controversy within the group, it also encour-
aged cooperation with other associations in Calgary engaged in civic
and philanthropic causes. Local, national, and international events and
concernsat times strained this tenuous and artificial distinction, intrud-
ing on the club’s devotion to its social routine and destabilizing its
members’ self-imposed position on the periphery of the community.
My research examines how this group of privileged women nego-
tiated their status as civic outsiders in Canada, and how they created,
maintained, fortified, and sometimes transgressed the boundaries
of a gendered, sojourner American identity and allegiance. The essay
focuses on the tumultuous periods of the two world wars, when nation-
alisms mattered intensely and when twice the border initially divided
a combatant from a noncombatant nation and then designated a bound-
ary between allies waging war against a common foe. In these parallel

historical moments of crisis, the Awc’s patterns became disrupted: the
p 1%
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boundary between the United States and Canada became alternately
brittle or blurred, the meaning of “American” complicated and contra-
dictory. Awc members variously conflated nationalism and continen-
talism, subsumed nationalism under Anglocentrism, and elided the
distinction between a mobilized Canada and a noncombatant United
States. Yet, even in times of extranational emergency, the Awc remained
vigilantly within a framework of bourgeois propriety and gendered gen-
tility, translating the concepts of patriotism and citizenship into its own
domestic vocabulary. After sketching the foundation of the club and its
membership, I explore episodes that offer insight into the identities of
these “talented and charming strangers from across the [border|line.”
Reconsidering Perry’s formulation of the Awc, I conclude by viewing this
organization and its members through the lens of growing American

hegemony during the first half of the twentieth century.

* % %

WHEN THE SEVENTY-FIVE charter members of the American
Woman’s Club of Calgary met on April 11, 1912, the city was in the midst
of an unprecedented economic boom that transformed its economy and
caused its population to skyrocket.” As an article appearing in a local
weekly in 1913 expressed it, during the past decade the “wild and woolly
cow town of four thousand” had become “an up-to-date city of sixty
thousand.” The expansion of the Canadian Pacific Railway (cPRr), a
world-wide upsurge in wheat prices, the growth of food-processing and
allied businesses, and, especially after 1914, the development of natural
gasand oil companies, prompted the city’s rapid metamorphosis from a
small center in a cattle ranching region to an industrial and financial
hub, albeit one particularly prone to cycles of boom and bust.’

During these years Calgary grew primarily through in-migration.
Settlers from the provinces of eastern Canada, immigrants from across
Europe,and European step-migrants who first had made homes in east-
ern Canada all swelled the ranks of Calgarians.” So, too, did immigrants
from the United States. In the two decades prior to the Great War, as

many as 600,000 Americans flooded into Canada’s Prairic West,
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settling the agricultural frontier and adding to the workforce in the
region’s extractive, manufacturing, and commercial centers.” By 1911
immigrants from the United States comprised more than a fifth of
Alberta’s population, and in some rural areas Americans made up nearly
half of all the province’s farmers.” In that year more than three thousand
Americans lived in Calgary, comprising more than 7 percent of the city’s
population and 13 percent of its foreign-born residents.” Ironically, the
establishment of the “Calgary Stampede,” a rodeo extravaganza, sig-
naled that Americans had begun to put their stamp on the city. This
world-famous exhibition of the “cowboy days” of the Canadian West
was created by an American entrepreneur, and even its founding was an
exercise in racialized nostalgia, for by 1912 the ranching frontier in
Alberta (wrested earlier from First Nations peoples) had given way, for
the most part, to farming and gas and oil drilling.” American men were
prominent in all these economic endeavors, from the ranches, farms,
and wells in outlying districts to the banks and businesses lining down-
town streets.”

Established the same year as the Stampede, the Awc more quietly tes-
tified to the substantial presence of Americans in the city. Virtually from
inception, the club expressed its identity asa society of American women
in Canada by joining both the most prominent umbrella organization
of U.S.women’sorganizations, the General Federation of Women’s Clubs,
and the Calgary branch of Canada’s most important coalition of wom-
en’s societies, the National Council of Women.” When the Awc joined
the Local Council in 1913, the group encompassed forty-eight societies,
ranging from the Young Women'’s Christian Association (ywca)and the
Women’s Christian Temperance Union (wcTu) to the smaller Society for
the Prevention of Tuberculosis." As I discuss below, affiliation with the
Local Council sometimes proved problematic for the Awc, since the alli-
ance of Calgary women took on lobbying efforts and social causes that
stretched the Awc’s boundaries of acceptable activity and engaged the
aloof Americans more closely with their Canadian environs.

Theattention of these—and other—Americans did not always prove
welcome, for intermingled currents of Canadian nationalism, British

empirism, and anti-Americanism periodically coursed through Calgary
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as elsewhere in the Dominion. The Local Council, for example, also
included the Woman’s Canadian Club of Calgary, established in 1911 to
foster patriotism and promote Canadianism.” This club regarded the
schools as a crucial arena for acculturation, for example offering prizes
“to those of the English speaking foreign born students...who have shown
greatest progress in the study of Canadian history.”* Aimed primarilyat
the children of southern and eastern European immigrants to Calgary,
this assimilation project may well have extended to the sons and daugh-
ters of Americans. In contrast, the Anglophilia underpinning much of
the club’s nationalist vision probably exempted the offspring of the
city’s numerous English settlers from this effort. Indeed, some leading
women of British origin or descent (including those born in Canada)
conducted their own immigrant assimilation campaigns as members of
the Calgary branch of theImperial Order of the Daughtersof the Empire.
Affiliated with the Local Council but open to membership only through
invitation, this exclusive society’s motto—“One Flag, One Throne, One
Empire”—at least rhetorically distanced it from the Awc, whose patrio-
tism flouted the superiority and supremacy of the Union Jack.”

A major economic dispute in the long-troublesome arena of tariffs
between Canadaand the United Statesalsoshaped opinionabout American
immigrants. Theyearbeforetheawc’sfoundingwitnessed the Dominion-
wide “Reciprocity debate,”a bitter controversy over U.S.-Canadian trade
relations that resurrected many Canadians’ fears of American imperial
designs.” In this climate, wealthy Calgary lawyer R. B. Bennett came into
national political prominence, winning a seat in Parliament largely by
running against a special tariff arrangement with the United States.
Bennett, a Conservative, appealed to Albertans to reject tariff “reciproc-
ity” and thereby defy what he deemed yet another annexation effort of
Canada by the United States, this time an economic rather than military

»19

expression of “manifest destiny.””” Once in Parliament Bennett decried
the continued immigration of the U.S.-born, with their “love of repub-
lican democracy”and “spiritof unrest,” asone of the “two greatest dangers
which threaten the[Canadian| west today.” Ironically,ashiscritics pointed

out, theother peril Bennett saw looming was “the ease with which people
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can get rich”—precisely what Bennett had accomplished by speculating
in Albertan real estate, much of it sold to settlers from the United States.”

This prosperous and influential politician (who served as prime min-
ister two decades later) also led a successful anti-American effort in his
home district. Many well-to-do U.S. immigrants lived in a subdivision
inthesouthwestsection of thecity designated as“American Hill.” Believing
thatthey, likeotherimmigrants, should forge loyalties to Canada, Bennett
spearheaded a campaign to have the cpr, which owned the land, rename
the subdivision “Mount Royal” and give its streets patriotic Canadian
names.” In a stroke, the “Americanness” of this fashionable ethnicenclave
thus was erased from public view, if not social memory or lived experi-
ence. For despite the official name change, through the 1940sand beyond,
many Americans resided in the substantial homes that dotted the hill-
side of Mount Royal. Members of the awc clustered there and in the
stately apartment buildings that lined the numbered avenues just to the
north, recruiting neighbors to join the club.” Suitably, it was in Mount
Royal that in 1938 the Awc bought its own clubhouse, purchasing and
refurbishing a snug brick building that had housed a telephone exchange.”

The great majority of women who met in the clubhouse and in the
rented rooms that served the Awc during the first quarter century of the
club’s existence were married. Although theannouncement of the club’s
formation explicitly welcomed “all American women, young and old,
married or single,” like other women’s organizations of its ilk during
this era, the Awc primarily served as a club for wives.” Of the nearly 500
women accepted for membership from 1912 to 1942, 95 percent listed
themselves by the title “Mrs” followed by their husbands’ names (rather
than their own first names).” The club founders consisted overwhelm-
ingly of women who had arrived in Calgary when their husbands took
positions in the city’s bustling oil, lumber, milling, construction, and
farm equipment firms, in banking, insurance, and real estate, or in the
professions.” The very first name on the club roster, for example, was
that of Mrs A.J. Cumming, who was married to an oil executive.
Likewise, other charter members included Mrs Walter F. McNeill, wife

of an owner and manager of a coal mine in nearby Canmore; Mrs E.T.
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Critchley, married to the managing director of a major lumber com-
pany; Mrs Charles E. Fenkell and Mrs. Jacob Stoft, whose husbands were
sales managers for a leading paint firm and the cpr, respectively; and
Mrs A. McKillop, whose husband owned a wholesale shoe business and
was regarded as a “prominent sportsman.” Mrs J.M. Streib’s husband
had a distinctively American occupation: he managed the Calgary
Baseball Club, furthering a sport whose popularity already had eclipsed
that of Canada’s lacrosse.” Four unmarried charter members form an
interesting contrast. One worked as a stenographer and another gave as
heroccupation “president West End weru”; a third, Dr. Helen E. Walker,
was an osteopath who had a private practice in partnership with the
husbands of two other founding Awc members; and the fourth, Miss
Mabel Childs, was a “comptometer” who soon gave up operating her
intricate adding machine to become the wife of 5.C. Reat, the American
consul to Calgary.”

The club continued to have this class and marital profile, with mem-
bers in the main coming from the ranks of the well-to-do professional
and, especially, business elite.” Like such privileged women in the United
States (and Canada) some of the married members carved out promi-
nent places in the community in their own rights, most through their
contributions in the realm of women’s clubs. Among the charter mem-
bers, for example, Mrs E.P. Newhall, a Canadian-born legal secretary
who had resided in the United States for nearly thirty years, headed the
Calgary Consumers’ League.* After a distinguished nursing career, Mrs
W.]. Selby Walker transferred her talents to the leadership in the ywca
and activism on behalf of the city hospital.” Similarly, at least three awc
stalwarts served as presidents of the Local Council of Women, the most
celebrated of whom was Alice Jamieson, the Council’s inaugural and
four-time executive.” The widow of the general superintendent of the
CPR, in 1915 Jamieson became Canada’s first woman juvenile court judge
and, two years later, the country’s second female police court magistrate.*

In terms of place of birth, the Awc comprehended a far-lung mem-
bership. During its first three decades the club drew members from
twenty-eight states (and the then-territory of Alaska), but dispropor-
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tionately from the West (Colorado, Kansas, Montana, Nebraska, North
Dakota, South Dakota)and, even more, from the Midwest (Illinois, Iowa,
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio, Wisconsin).* Fully half the mem-
bers were Midwesterners, and one in six came from Minnesota alone,
some of whom must have found Calgary’s low humidity and looming
mountains a substantial change. Looking at these data from a border-
lands perspective reveals that nearly three of five were born in states
sharing the boundary with Canada.*” While some who joined the awc
werebornincitieslargerthan Calgary(including Chicagoand Minneapolis),
most came from smaller places(including two from the evocatively named
Americus, Kansas). Not all members were born in the United States,
with theclubaccepting women born in New Zealand, Australia, Germany,
Bohemia, and, perhaps most intriguingly, Canada itself (including
Ontarioand evenAlberta). Onedeclared herselfa “naturalized American,”
but the remainder claimed American nationality—and it would seem,
identity—derivatively, stating that one or both of their parents or, twice
as often, that their husband was American-born.

For Awc members on the whole, the occupational needs and personal
inclinations of their husbands prompted their migration to Alberta.
The Awc referred to itself asa “home away from home” and its members
as “ships that pass in the night,” reflecting the expectation that these
women would regard prairie Calgary as a landlocked port of call and
would leave, as they came, according to their husbands’ itineraries.* For
many members Calgary apparently did prove a short-term location. The
minute books record the departure of members matter-of-factly, their
resignations accepted with regret but without surprise. In 1930 the club
formalized the ritual of leaving: those with three years’” membership
received a teaspoon decorated with a bluebird, the club’s emblem.”
Nonetheless some members spent many years in Calgary, at least a few
remaining in the city most of their lives. Mrs Roy Beavers, for instance,
was born in Illinois, arrived in Calgary in 1911, joined the awc in 1916,
and was a partner with her husband in the Club Cafe, a popular down-
town bar and restaurant; she was an Awc member until her death in

1973.” Others had similar or even greater longevity in Calgary and in the
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club: Mrs Clarence Cosgrove, for example, belonged for fifty-four years;
Mrs William H. Blatchford, sixty years; and Mrs Walter McNeill, sixty-
two years.” These matriarchs may have been exceptional in their decades
of affiliation, but fragmentary evidence indicates that a sizeable seg-
ment of the membership stayed in Alberta, some becoming pillars of the
Awc. For instance, the club made a practice of visiting local cemeteries
each May to place flowers on the graves of “departed members.”* The ros-
ter of the club’s sixtieth anniversary celebration, held in 1972, similarly
testifies to some members’ residential persistence and enduring organi-
zational attachment. Mrs E.T. Critchley was the only charter member
attending the festive gathering, but eight others at the luncheon had
been affiliated for more than forty years, another nineteen for at least
two decades, and eleven more for at least ten years.”

Yet this pattern did not alter the organization’s conception that it
served American women who found only temporary quarters across the
border. In 1960, veteran member Mrs McNeill, whose daughter-in-law
also was active for years in the club, reasserted this view, declaring that
the Awc was “ever striving to give happiness and friendship to the many

2”42

Americans who come and go from Calgary.”* Several episodes in the his-
tory of the Awc during both world wars and the interwar years illustrate
how these self-proclaimed sojourners expressed their liminal status as

civicoutsiders in Calgary.

* % %

IN SEEKING TO UNDERSTAND theconstructionsof national
identity of these elite migrant women, I relied on the club’s scrupu-
louslykept minute books,attending to disruptions in the clubmembers’
comfortable, albeit energetic and time-consuming, routine of benevo-
lent visiting, socializing,and attendanceat lectures on a parade of places
they clearly deemed exotic (from China and the Soviet Union to Iceland
and the islands of the South Pacific). The very orderliness of their doings
and the bureaucratic assiduousness with which they recorded their lei-

sure-timeendeavorsmakedeparturesfrom thisroutinemoreremarkable.
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The devastating global conflict of the Great War provides the first con-
text in which to trace their negotiations of identity and allegiance.

Beginning in 1914, Calgary’s Local Council led the mobilization of
women’s organizations to aid the war effort and meet the needs of those
on the home front.*” In Local Council meetings and throughout the city,
Awc members must have witnessed evidence of Canada’s involvement in
the war, even while their nation remained a noncombatant until April
1917. To Calgary’s west, hundreds of immigrants from the Ukraine and
otherlands constituting the Austro-Hungarian Empire were incarcerated
inamountainousinternment camp. In February 1916 anti-German senti-
ment in the city fueled a riot, with 1,500 soldiers and citizens destroying
two restaurants and a hotel in an immigrant neighborhood.* Moreover,
thousands of soldiers trained at military bases in Calgary, among them
more than 150 Americans, sons of American residents in Canada or men
who had left the United States to fight in Canadian regimentsagainst the
Central Powers.” Some trained locally would not survive: by war’s end,
Alberta had Canada’s highest rates both of enlistments and casualties.*”

Despite the proximity of massed troops and the visibility of a mobil-
ized homefront, awc support for the Allied effort was meager prior to
U.S. entry into the war.” In 1915 the club sponsored a speaker who lec-
tured on “Certain Aspects of the Present World War” and the next summer
held a concert to benefit a local Serbian Relief Fund.” As wounded sol-
diers began to fill Calgary hospitals and convalescent homes, the club
donated money, exercise equipment, clothing, and reading material.®
In late October 1916, the club turned over proceeds of another benefit to
the Local Council “for the purpose of buying dainties for the soldiers at
the front,” apparently the club’s first direct support for Allied forces. *
Its timing could not have been more opportune for reassuring a skep-
tical Calgary publicof American virtue: two weeks before, severalhundred
American volunteers in the Canadian Expeditionary Force had stormed
the local barracks of the Royal Canadian North West Mounted Police,
protesting the conviction of five of their number who had violated
Alberta’s liquor law.”" The club marked the next patriotic occasion,
Abraham Lincoln’s birthday in mid-February 1917, by hosting a card
party to raise funds for Belgian children.”
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Such small-scale activities helped prepare the club for the inten-
sive work it undertook upon America’s declaration of war two months
later. The Awc immediately organized a group called the “Daughters
of the Allies,” led by its members but including other women in Calgary.
Reflecting the AwC’s organizational prowess, the Daughters of the Allies
quickly convened a series of knitting and sewing groups, purchasing
machinesand supplies, installing the machines in rented quarters, issu-
ing a schedule of times for the groups to meet, and suggesting quotas
to fill.* The results of their labors proved impressive. In eighteen months
the Daughters of the Allies produced nearly 38,000 articles of clothing,
the monthly totals made by each group duly logged in the club’s minute
books. They furnished the U.S. Navy League with only 500 of these arti-
cles and supplied the rest, via the Local Council, to the Canadian Red
Cross.” Their contributions to this charity exceeded that of any other
women’s organization in Alberta, an achievement of particular pride for
the club.”

Turning its attention to the home front, in June 1918 the awc issued
the Daughters of the Allies Conservation Cook Book, which it “offered to the
public as an aid in the conservation of Beef, Bacon, Sugar, and animal
fats, which are needed by our soldiers.” These self-proclaimed “thrifty
housewives of Calgary”assured potential buyers that they had tested the
recipes themselves, and dedicated their book to “The Soldiers of the
Allies,” with the “earnest wish that [it] may be of real assistance in winning
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theworld’s greatest war.”**In response to this shared national emergency,
the club seems to have earned the name of its relief organization, the
American outsiders becoming allies of their Canadian counterparts.
Notwithstanding this collaboration, the Awc remained detached
from most civic activism in Calgary throughout the Great War and into
the 1930s. At the same meeting in December 1916, for example, that the
club’s executive board agreed to continue providing magazines to recu-
perating Canadian veterans, it refused to endorse a series of measures
proposed by the Local Council regarding equal property rights for wives,
mothers’ pensions,and neo-natal care, deeming these issues “not within
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our provinceasa body to discuss or consider.”” Three years later the aAwc
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shelved an initiative by the Calgary Consumers’ League to limit business
profits to 10 percent, despite charter member Mrs Newhall’s leadership
in the League; in 1923 the club tabled a Local Council proposal to abolish
capital punishment; and the following year it declined to participate in
the District Anti-Narcotic League’s campaign “to limit the growth of
poppy and coca plants” internationally.”

Whilerefusing tosupport theseand otheractivities defined asbeyond
its scope, the awc cooperated with the Local Council and other Calgary
groups on selected social issues and benevolent efforts. The club promoted
community singing; worked with civic agencies to curb the 1918-1919
influenza epidemic; supported the area chapters of the Salvation Army
and Humane Society; and sometimes allocated funds to Calgary’s Public
Welfare Board for dispersal to the local poor, in part to quell criticism of
the club’s practice of assisting only indigent Americans.” Similarly, in
1925 the Awc helped the weTu decorate a float for the Stampede Parade
by lending it an Uncle Sam outfit.” With Prohibition the law of their
nation, club members seemed either to have construed this gesture as
nonpartisan, despite Alberta having rescinded a ban on the sale of alco-
hol two yearsbefore, or believed the temperance battle, wherever joined,
fell within its purview.

Throughout the interwar period, only one major publicissue seemed
to engage club members’ sentiments, occasionally puncturing their civic
reserveand garnering their discursive support. The horrific spectacle of
the Great War, perhaps glimpsed more fully because witnessed from
Canadian ground, seems to have convinced the Awc of the merits of
international endeavors to foster peace. Hence, although the United
States did not join the League of Nations, American women in Alberta
did. For all but a few years, the Awc was an organizational member of
the League until the Second World War, and then aligned itself with its
successor, the United Nations. An example from the post—World War I
period illustrates both how sincere and how circumscribed was the club’s
advocacy of its most outward-looking cause.

In the early 1920s Alberta suffered from a postwar economic slump

and a prolonged drought, leading to business closures and unemploy-
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ment in Calgary; woman’s suffrage recently had been enacted in both
the homeland of Awc members and their land of settlement; and inter-
national tensions ran high.” Meanwhile, as usual, theactivities of the club
revolved around the hospitality and recreation of its members. But in
September 1921 world affairs encroached on this citadel of affluent female
American sojourners when one of its members, Mrs H.H. McKinney,
the wife of a “life assurance” manager, put forward a bold proposal for
the club’s endorsement.” She urged her club sisters to send a resolution
“to the representatives of the land of their birth and the land of their
adoption,” supporting “the disbanding of armies and navies and the
disarmament of the world.” It seems that this extraordinary request
was met with stunned silence: club members at first took no action on
it, instead turning to the planning for the annual Thanksgiving dinner
dance, held as per the U.S. custom in November (not October, when the
holiday is celebrated in Canada)and then listening to a travelogue on
India. But before the meeting adjourned, controversy broke out over
the proposed resolution, the details of the disagreement characteristi-
cally glossed over in the club’s minutes. The upshot of the apparently
protracted wrangling, however, is clear: a motion to send the resolution
to U.S. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge prevailed. On this occasion, con-
cern about world affairs interrupted the socializing, and in the name of
international peace the organization crossed the line into a mild form of
political action directed at its own, but not Canada’s, government.
During the remainder of the decade the club took no similar action,
although it hosted speakers who stressed the need for world peace.” But
in 1934, as fascism triumphed in Europe and beyond and as the goal of
international harmony consequently appeared both more elusive and
more urgent, the Awc enthusiastically joined Calgary’s newly formed
Peace Council.” The club embraced the group’s plan to hold a city-wide
rally in November 1935, the seventeenth anniversary of the end of the
Great War, becoming a sponsor of the day-long event. Once again the
club took a firm rhetorical stand, this time joining with Canadians to
urge the leaders of the Dominion, rather than the American govern-

ment, to take action. The Awc endorsed a Peace Council resolution that
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“Canadian foreign policy should be directed toward the eventual estab-
lishment of a world body, clothed with the legal authority to regulate
distribution of raw material in accordance with the needs of mankind,
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irrespective of political frontiers.” The proposed international body
would exercise sovereignty over the United States as well as Canada, of
course, but for a brief moment the members of the Awc seem to have
allowed concern for global peace to supersede their commitment to main-
tainingnationalborders, including the 49th parallel. However fleetingly,
they seem also to have set aside (or perhaps failed to consider) the impli-
cations of such a resolution on their own circumstances as wives of men
whose wealth rested to a great extent in controlling the distribution of
just such materials—oil, gas, foodstuffs—as the proposed international
body would regulate. In the next five years, as fascist forces overcame
armed resistance in such far-flung places as Ethiopia, China, and Spain,
the Awc remained active in Calgary’s Peace Council; sent dues to the
Women’sPeaceand DisarmamentCommittecbased in Geneva, Switzerland;
heardlectureson developmentsin theMediterranean, Asia, South America,
and, especially, Europe; and, in the wake of the Nazi takeover of Austria,
discussed “Great Britain’s foreign policy” and again sent members to a
local peace rally.”

High-blown rhetoricabout distant conflicts and pie-in-the sky inter-
national economic tribunals being one thing, action counter to class
position and ideology quite another, throughout the grim years of the
Depression the wealthy women of the awc declined to cooperate in efforts
to alleviate Calgary’s suffering populace. In 1934, the same year that the
club joined the Peace Council, it resigned from the Local Council of
Women, Awc members voting unanimously to sever the decades-long
tie.” Theimmediate impetusfor the break was the Local Council’s denun-
ciation of a cut in relief payments to the unemployed, but the awc had
becomerestivealmostassoonasthe Depression hit, rejecting the Council’s
advocacy for Calgary’s poor and working-class residents as too political.
In 1930, for example, the club refused to participate in Local Council
programs toaid unemployed women and improve local recreation facil-

ities; three years later it declined to join the Council’s protest of the
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closing of dental clinics and its effort to curtail landlords’ seizures of
household property from women delinquent in rent.* Instead, through-
out these hard times the club confined its benevolence primarily to
providing charity to needy Americans, along-standing practice taxed by
increasing demand; delivering Christmas hampers to Canadian families
it deemed especially poverty-stricken and worthy; and sending books,
used magazines, and playing cards to men in relief camps.”

When war once more engulfed the globe at the end of the decade,
Awc members again confronted the problem of how to situate them-
selves, as foreigners, in the civiclandscape of a combatant nation. Unlike
World War I, when the awc had waited for American entry to undertake
its marathon sewing sessions, the club began a sewing campaign in
September 1939, when Canada entered World War II. No longer affili-
ated with their Canadian counterparts through the city’s coalition of
women’s groups, club members perhaps felt their organization’s as well
as their nation’s isolation and sought to demonstrate some immediate
support for their neighbor’s cause. But six months into this effort (and
eighteen months before the U.S. joined the war), charter member Mrs
McNeill, now fifty-nine years old, expressed her concern that the Awc was
flagging in its duty and urged members to increase their output of caps,
sweaters, socks, sheets, dressing gowns, hot water bag covers, and “pneu-
monia jackets.” Invoking the club’s proud heritage of production during
the Great War, she extolled the attainments of the Daughters of the
Allies to an audience largely unfamiliar with the group.™

The unhurried pace of the members’ sewing machines and knitting
needles in early 1940 may have reflected the Awc’s then muted and partial
sympathy with the Allied cause. The club’s day-to-day routines contin-
ued much as usual, its minutes omitting even an announcement of
Canada’s taking up of arms. The first inkling that the Dominion would
enter the fray occurred in an off-hand comment made regarding a last-
minute “changein program”foraregularmeetingof the club’s Domestic
Science branch. On 5 September 1939, four days after German troops
invaded Poland, and just five days before Canada formally joined the
Allied war effort, club member Mrs Philips announced with regret that
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“owing to Mr. Lick enlisting for war service he was unable to carry out
[the] Standard Brands demonstration and talk [but that a] demonstrator
of Magic Baking Powder” would come instead, adding that she “antici-
pated an interesting program” despite this substitution.”

Similarly, the Awc’s bulletin of upcoming club events for the year
1940-1941, printed just a few months after Mrs McNeill’s admonition,
viewed the catastrophic world situation at arm’s length; in contradis-
tinction it lauded the close ties between Canada and the United States.
Such annual club calendars had a fairly standard format, with the first
few pages typically listing the lyrics to one American and one Canadian
patriotic song side by side. The 1940-1941 edition, however, featured a
fascinating hybrid consisting of four patriotic songs.” In addition to the
words forthe“Star Spangled Banner”and “O, Canada,” the bulletin included
“God Bless America,” with an introduction alluding to the danger, rather
than the actuality, of war “across the sea.” The calendar also included a
song that interwove the two nation’s histories, destinies, and identities.
The “International Hymn” began with the first stanza of “America the
Beautiful”; continued with the first stanza of “God Save the King”; and
concluded with a stanza that celebrated what club members evidently
regarded as the common British, English-speaking, Christian heritage
that bound Americans with Canadians:

Two empires by the sea,

Two nations, great and free,
Oneanthem raise.

Onerace of ancient fame,

One tongue, one faith, we claim.
One God, whose glorious name

We love and praise.

Likewise, the unusual inclusion of a poem entitled “Our Borderline”
bespoke the club’s sentiment that the international divide separating
the United States and Canada proved no barrier to this common heri-

tage but rather symbolized the kinship between nations. In the poem’s
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words, the boundary constituted “three thousand miles” that represent
“living proof toall the world of faith in brotherhood.” This paean to the
49th parallel concludesbyinvokinga half-century-old trope of American-
Canadian relations: “God speed that surely dawning day—that coming
hour divine— /When all the nations of the earth shall boast such border
line.”™

Thus in the spring of 1940, with the army of the Third Reich already
occupying Poland to its east and Hitler secretly planning the invasion of
France, members of the Awc held the war-torn world at a distance.
Identifying as citizens of a noncombatant nation, they located them-
selves outside the global conflict. Simultaneously, they recast themselves
as members of a civic society that stretched across the U.S.-Canada bor-
der, rhetorically relinquishing their position as outsiders to the nation
inwhich they dwelt.” Yet theirassertion of an imagined joint Anglophile
heritageand mythologized history of continuous harmony between the
United States and Canada did not alter the fact that the international
boundary then divided a neutral nation from an embattled country, nor
did their invocation of a “surely dawning day” of international peace
square with the reality that throughout much of the world former bor-
ders had become soaked with blood.

By November 1940 the presence in Calgary of their own countrymen
as volunteer soldiers, echoing the Great War, seems to have rendered the
yearbook’s discursive transborder allegiance as well the war itself more
palpable for club members. While the Awc declined to help raise funds
for Allied aircraft, turning down a member’s suggestion that they “spon-
sor a Spitfire Drive for Americans,” the club took up the entertainment
of Americans training nearby, inauguratinga program of twice-monthly
Sunday dinners.” At first the club hosted only U.S. officers and service-
men but soon expanded their guest list to include Australians, New
Zealanders, and then Canadians.” Perhaps to provide the soldiers with
suitably manly conversation, club members also invited their husbands
to attend, and out-of-town members, often on the margins of club
activities, contributed produce and chickens for the hearty suppers.”

Then in February 1941 the war for which so many Canadians already
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had sacrificed became more personal and tangible to the Awc when an
American volunteer was killed nearby.”

Quentin Burl Chace from Wichita, Kansas, held the rank of Leading
Air Craftsman in the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF). He and RCAF
Sergeant Pilot Alfred Reginbal of Lafleche, Saskatchewan, died while on
a training mission, their plane crashing twenty miles [32 km| west of
Calgary.” In August 1941, along a barren roadside near the crash site,
Awc members gathered with local leaders to unveil a stone monument
tothe American and Canadian fliers, erected by the city’s League of Nations
chapter. At its regular monthly meeting three weeks later, the club voted
to accept custody of the Chace-Reginbal memorial, agreeing to main-
tain the cairn and decorate it with a wreath on patriotic occasions.” The
month after the crash, the Awc invited an American woman who was
not a club member to be their guest at a Sunday dinner: Mrs S.F. Chace,
the young Kansan’s widow.**

Characteristically, after the U.S. joined the Allies in December 1941,
the club’s wartimeactivities accelerated. The Awc stepped up its produc-
tion of knitted and sewn garments, participated in local anti-inflation
and rationing efforts (even forswearing coffee and tea at its monthly
meetings), heard speeches on wartime conditions in Europe and Asia,
entertained servicewomenand Red Crossvolunteers, visited thewounded
in city hospitals, and donated funds to help furnish a clubhouse for U.S.
officers stationed in Calgary.

Yet even with the United States fully engaged in the war, its home-
land rapidly and thoroughly mobilized to support the Allies, the Awc’s
efforts to support the cause remained saturated with gendered gentility.
At least in their official records, club members cast, in wartime even
more pointedly than in peace, what historian Laura Wexler has in another
context termed the “averted gaze,” a look of “domestic sentiment [that]
normalizels]” relations of dominance. In this case, the Awc’s averted gaze
domesticated global state-sponsored violence.” During the war years,
for example, the club’s Travel Department noted a lecture offered to the
group on “Head Hunting in the Solomons” in the same tone (and per-

haps with similar racist tinges) as it reported on a slide presentation
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portrayingeventsatPearlHarborand U.S.President Franklin Roosevelt’s
subsequent signing of the declaration of war against Japan.* Other awc
departments seemed to adopt a similarly normalizing view about war-
time conditions. The Domestic Science department announced to the
club’s general membership “an interesting program” of study for 1942
and 1943 that “stress[ed] sugarless cakes, inexpensive dishesand sugges-
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tions for overseas parcels.”” In like vein, the Artsand Crafts department,
pursuing the theme of “war and crafts,” heard at one of its meetings a
“splendid” report that ranged from the difficulty of obtaining spinach
seed, to the continued export of fine blankets, lace, and tweeds from
Britain, to the status of “brave China,” which had “hidden in her hills...
30,000 tiny industries, goods carried in every conceivable fashion...[and
people living| in caves—moving from one spot to another when neces-
sary but always with the resolve that the work must go on.”* Club
members translated even the equipment of death into an object of
refined discussion. As the naval battle raged in the North Atlantic, in the
course of a meeting’s usual round of reports club members learned,
seemingly with equanimity, that their fundraising “had supplied a depth
charge for the Calgary Corvette [sic|].” Six months later, tucked into the
correspondingsecretary’s report, is notification of the receipt of a “letter
fromJ. Davis, officer of the ship La Malbin [sic] thanking us for the depth
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charge.” ” To what end that depth charge was put remains unremarked
in the Awc records; having raised the monies to provide it and received
courteous thanks for doing so, these elite women mentioned the topic

no more.

* % %

SUPPORTING THE ALLIED CAUSE, hoping for victory,
and perhaps imagining the peacetime world that might ensue, in fall
1942 Awc members held a fundraising tea for the “United Nations,” a
term coined earlier that year by Franklin Roosevelt to denote the twenty-
six countries fighting against the Axis Powers.” A photograph of the
event printed in a local paper captures the Awc’s signature combination

of efficient but well-bred organizing, cautious internationalism, sororal
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FIGURE 11.1: On 29 September 1942 the American Woman's Club of Calgary hosted a tea
for more than 400 guests at their clubhouse. The club raised funds for the United Nations by
selling corsages that incorporated war savings stamps. L. to : Miss Dovothy Benfield, Mis S.
G. Coultis, Mrs E. M. Motter, and Miss Delores Heiters.

[1.L. Rosetts, photographer. Permission of The Calgary Herald]

if not matronizing admiration for Canada, and ebullient American patri-
otism.” The tea’s convener, Mrs S.G. Coultis, and the club’s president,
Mrs F.M. Motter, wear corsages cleverly fashioned from fresh flowersand
war savings stamps and lapel pins with war savings certificates attached,
both designed by the club. Theyare clothed soberly but elegantly in dark
dresses and veiled hats. Posed like cigarette girls, two young women,
Miss Dorothy Benfield and Miss Delores Heiters (daughter of a promi-
nent club member), flank the awc officers, holding trays from which
they sell the corsages and pins. Bedecked with Uncle Sam hatsand clad
in satiny, “attractive red, white, and blue star spangled costumes,” these
stylish vendors sport sashes declaring that they are “Calgary U.S.A. Miss
Canadas.” All four are smiling, seemingly pleased with and proud of

themselves, each other, the club, their endeavor, and their homeland.
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FIGURE 11.2: Theexecutive of the American Woman’s Club, May 1956. Mrs V. V. Forcade,
Sarleft, presents a gavel to Mrs Wilbur McNeill, second from right. She stands between two
charter members of the club, her mother-in-law Mrs Walter F. McNeill ( far right) and Mrs E.
T. Critchley (second from left). Despite the club’s identity as a haven for sojourners, many club
leaders persisted for decades in Calgary. 3May 1956.

[Tack De Lorme, photographer, The Albertan; permission of Glenbow Archives NA-5600-8449a]

Perhaps at the time of this event the Awc, then fully launched in its
country’s wartime cause, subsumed the identity of Canada beneath the
U.S., erasing the border between the countries in support of a postwar
world where a “united nations”—under American hegemony—would
prevail. Had she lived to see that day, Mrs H.H. McKinney, who two
decadesbeforehad swayed the Awc toappeal for disarmament, no doubt

would have endorsed the club’s reconceptualization, however fleeting,
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of theirallegianceas well their implicit confidence in their nation’s lead-
ership in a postwar world.

Rather than simply mirroring elite Canadians residing in the United
States, as journalist Anne Anderson Perry portrayed them in 1922, Awc
members constituted, intentionally or not, representatives of an increas-
ingly dominant nation whose shadow lengthened across its northern
neighbor during the first half of the twentieth century.

Exploring the identities of the elite women who comprised the Awc
is one means to shed light on the making of a transnational prairie West
and the crafting of a gendered Americanism during the first half of the
twentieth century. All the women who belonged to the awc crossed the
international borderline and took up residence in Calgary at least long
enough toseek outand affiliate with others of their nationality, race, gender,
and class; for some this affiliation lasted for decades, the club becoming
anabsorbingarena beyond their familiesand the clubhousea sustaining
female domain. Boasting patriotic corsages and dining at banquet tables
resplendent with U.S. flags, these well-to-do American women living in
Canada reinforced their national pride in ways that both paralleled and
departed from women in other ethnic societies. Resistant to assimila-
tion, seemingly secure in theirnational superiority,and insulated by wealth,
they generally set themselves apart from Canadian women, even those of
their social rank. In the dusty prairie city they regarded as a temporary
dwelling place, these cossetted ladies attended to their own pastimes
and to charity work for needy Americans, largely ignoring the problems
and concerns of theirneighbors. Occasionally, however, these privileged,
self-styled sojournerstoa physically proximate, vaguely alien land moved
beyond the boundaries they imposed upon themselves and others.

In multiple dimensions the members of the Awc occupied a posi-
tion of hyper-privilege: as they interacted on apparent terms of ease and
social equality with elite women of Calgary, they simultaneously embod-
ied American presenceand genteelly extended American power. Hosting
Fourth of July galasand emblazoning their clubhouse door with an American
eagle, these white-gloved expatriates daintily but deftly stuck the Stars
and Stripes into the upper crust of Calgary.In small but telling ways, the
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club’s domestic dramas help to elucidate the complicated meaningsand
expressions of U.S. nationalism and, perhaps, cultural imperialism in

the fifty years that came to constitute the “American Century.”
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EXCERPTS
POURIN’ DOWN RAIN

CHERYL FOGGO

DURING A RECENT COMMITTEE MEETING where a
group of women were working on some documents, I mentioned that I
wanted to be cautious about the wordsmithing. “Published words live
forever,”Isaid. Oneof the women responded in genuine distress: “Surely
our writing has to be taken in the context of the day. Do we have to worry
about what people will think of us fifty years from now?”

Theworld moveson, things change, and our knowledge grows. Writers
are no different from others in their experience of change, but we are set
apart by the fact that our words, frozen in time, reveal our past ignorance.

When Istarted writing Pourin’ DownRain in 1985 there wasno Internet
and very little printed material docamenting the experiences of western
Canada’s Black pioneers. The elders of the community weren’t accus-
tomed to thinkingof their storiesas interesting orof historical relevance.

They feared exposure and backlash. I had to perform cartwheels and



headstands to get people to talk about the past—with the exception of
my Great-aunt Daisy. But even she, like the others, didn’t want to talk
about racism.

Those are the reasons—and there may be others—that Pourin” Down
Rain seems incomplete to me now. But the upside to the passage of time
and thelong-term exploration of a topic is that we sometimes get to wit-
ness the change we work to create in the world. Elderly former residents
of Alberta and Saskatchewan’s Black pioneer communities now appear
to feel honoured by theattention my work and the work of other histor-
ians has brought to their stories, and I've had the opportunity to witness
their dignified presenceat events where their lives have been celebrated.
Some speak morefreelyaboutboth the joysand sorrows of Black Canadian
life and don’t seem to fear that talking will lead to reprisals.

These pages are excerpts, dealing with my family’s physical and psych-
ologicalcross-border experiencesspanningseveral generationsand decades.
But they were written twenty years ago, based on the knowledge Thad at
that time. As you peruse them, know that in the distant and recent past,
many Black citizens were refused service in Canadian prairie restau-
rants, hotels and recreational facilities, and that a group of supremacists
conducted a cross-burning in Alberta in 1990, the same year Pourin’ Down

Rainwas published.

* % %

OUR STREET CONTAINED the closest thing to a Black com-
munity that one would find in Calgary in 1961. Ricky Hayes’ parents were
biracial, but he, his brother Randy and sister Debbie considered them-
selves Black. The Hayes’, their grandparents across the alley, my family
and the Saunders and Lawson families up the road comprised what I
believe was the largest concentration of Black people in a single Calgary
neighbourhood.

My parents had an attitude of kinship toward the other Black fam-
ilieson thestreet. Thefamiliesknew oneanother, theyknew each other’s

parents and grandparents, and probably because of that “knowing,”

294 CHERYL FOGGO



they communicated to us our connection to other Black children. We
played together. Without isolating ourselves from the other children in
the neighbourhood and without any discussion of it, we sensed a link
that transcended our environs.

Across the street from our house was another field which we had to
cross to reach the railroad tracks leading to the twin bridges, the Bow
River, and ultimately, to the paths that took us “up in the hills.”

Most summer days wespent meanderingalong the tracks to the river,
theusual goal beinga picnicin thehills. The picnic, however, was not really
the point. The point was the adventure we would sometimes encounter
along the way.

On a very warm day, if there was no breeze, the heat from the iron
rails and sharp smell of oil and metal bouncing up into our faces would
drive us down from the tracks to walk through the high grasses. This
meant slower going, but it was good to sniff the flowers instead of the
heatand to dig around what someone would insist was a badger hole.

From thefirst time my brothers pronounced meold enough to goalong
with them, until I was sixteen and we moved from Bowness, the journey
along the tracks to the river, across the bridges and up into the hills was
real life. It was the meeting place, it was where we went to talk and light
campfires, it was something we did that our parents did not do.

Across the alley from us lived two children, a brother and sister, who
never joined the treks to the hills if we and the Hayes children were going.
Their father forbade them from associating with us, and effectively
ostracized his children from the rest of the neighbourhood by prohibiting
them from joining any games where we Black children were present.
When groups formed for kick-the-can or softball, we were often aware
of these two children’s eyes peering out from the cracks in their fence.
They were there, we were aware of their presence, and in retrospect,
their loneliness seems palpable.

When I was young, I was minimally aware that racism was a special
problem. People who shared our neighbour’s prejudices seemed so rare
and to have so little effect on my life thatIdid not attribute their bigotry

to a world condition.
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My mother had implanted in the minds of my two older brothers, my
younger sister and myself that we were special, not ordinary in any way.
She would refer to our bigoted neighbour with utter contempt, as “the
likes of him,” implying that his ideas and his two unfortunate children
were unworthy of our time or thoughts.

The diligence of our mother freed the minds of me and my siblings
from the self-hatred that can cripple Black children born in ghettos.

Still, even a fiercely proud mother’s constant reassurances cannot pro-
tect her Black child from learning, sooner or later, that skin is a badge
you will always wear, a form of identification for those in the world who
wish to brand you.

One afternoon upon returning from school I overheard my mother
talking on the telephone to Mr Leavitt, the principal of my elementary
school. He was calling to plead with her to try to persuade Floyd Hayes
to discourage his children from fighting at school. Floyd was the brother
of mymother’s twin sister’shusband and thefather of theaforementioned
friends, Randy, Ricky and Debbie.

“I'm afraid that I can’t agree with you, Mr Leavitt,” she was saying.
“I'm not going to tell them how to handle their problems. They came
from a place where they can’t fight. Where they come from a Black per-
son doesn’thavea chanceagainst racists, and if Mr Hayes has decided his
children are going to fight name-calling with their fists, that’s up to him.”

When my mother replaced the receiver on its hook on the wall, I pes-
tered her with questions. What did Mr Leavitt want? Why had he called
her? Were Randy and Ricky in trouble? What did she mean when she
said Floyd had come from somewhere else where they couldn’t fight it?
Fight what?

“Jim Crow. They couldn’t fight Jim Crow down there, but he’s deter-
mined he’s going to fight it here.”

“Who is Jim Crow?”

“It’s not who, it’s what. It’s called Jim Crow when Black peoplearen’t
allowed to ride at the front of the bus, or drink from the same fountains
as Whites.”

“Jim Crow?” I repeated. “Jim Crow. Where is the Jim Crow?”
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“Kansas. Floyd and them were all born in Kansas.”

If Floyd “and them” wereall born in Kansas, that meant that my Uncle
Allen, Floyd’s younger brother, had been born there too, and that he had
lived with this Jim Crow.

“Is Kansas in Canada?” I asked nervously.

“No, oh no,” my mother said. “We don’t have that kind of thing here.
Kansas is in the States. Allen and Floyd and them never went to the
movie houses when they were kids, not because they didn’t believein it,
but because nobody was going to tell them that they had to sit up in the
balcony or at the back. They came to Canada to get away from that, and
they figure they’re not going to tell their kids to stand by while anyone
calls them ‘nigger’ either.”

My mother was clearly quite agitated by Mr Leavitt’s call. Iknew that
she would repeat the entire conversation, with some embellishment, to
her sisters Pearl and Edie on the telephone later that evening.

Asforme,Iwas relieved to learn that Kansas was not in Canada. Here
was yet another story, another horrific tale of life in “The States,” fuel-
ling my growing belief that I was lucky to have been born in Canada.

Only short days before Mr Leavitt’s call T had learned that my grand-
parents, my mother’s father and mother, had also once lived in America.

The discovery came to me when I asked my mother to explain why
my grandpa was White, yet his brother, Uncle Buster, was Black.

My grandfather was something less than five feet, ten inches tall. He
had grey eyes, he wore glasses over his long, narrow nose and he was
light-skinned.

He had been called George Washington Smith at birth, but upon
joiningthe Canadian Army in 1919 he revealed the full extent of hisembar-
rassment over the name and lied to his commanding officer, saying that
his middle initial stood for Willis. Thereafter, he was known as George
Willis Smith and that is how I knew him.

I believe he possessed an average build, although it is difficult to be
certain as healways dressed in loose clothing, in particulara pair of grey-
beige pantsand a yellow shirt.

He had a deep voice and a low, rolling, rumbling laugh. He began
most sentences with the phrase, “Well, ya take.” He called his five sons
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“Son,” his four daughters “Daughter” and he sometimes called me
“Granddaughter”

He would say, “Well, ya take, Granddaughter, I don’t yodel when big
girls (referring to my grandmother, who was singing in the kitchen)are
listenin’. Tonly yodel for special small girls.”

He was born in Chandler, Oklahoma, on October 31st, 1897. When I
say that he was light-skinned, I mean that his skin color was indistin-
guishable from that of any White person.

That is why, in 1963 when I was seven years old, I asked my mother
how he could be White and his brother be Black.

She turned and stared at me. “Your Grandpa is not White.”

“Heis,” I said.

Iwent to the china cabinet and took the photograph of my grandpar-
ents with their children taken on the occasion of their fortieth wedding
anniversary. Carefully, I took it to my mother and placed it in her hands.

“Look.”

Mymothertook the pictureand brushed it gently, wipingaway imagin-
ary dust.

“He has very fair skin, honey, but he isn’t a White man. What he
would sayif heknew his grandchildren thought so!” She wasveryamused
and continued, “You see, just look at his hair.”

I looked, but seeing nothing remarkable about his metallic-grey,
brushed-back hair, did not speak.

“You’renot going to find any White man on earth with hair like that,”
shesaid. “Daddy has him some bad hair.”

“Bad”washow shedescribed anyhead of hair, likemybrotherRichard’s
ormy cousin Sharon’s, that was very tight and nappy. Shefrequently caused
me considerable grief by comparing my hair with my sister’s, whose
loose and supple hair qualified as “good hair.”

I continued to gaze glumly at the photograph in my mother’shand. I
was embarrassed at having been wrong about my grandfather. There he
sat, beside my dark-skinned grandmother, to whom all along I thought
he had been blissfully and interracially married.

“Grandma is Black.” I finally said.
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“Uhhm hmm, noone would ever mistakeyour grandmother for White.
Daddy and Mama used to run into trouble when they went back to the
States. If Daddy wears a hat, you see, he can’ lay claim to his heritage. He
used to wonder why nobody bothered him when he went into the White
areas.

“Once, Mama and Daddy went to Oklahoma to see Mom’s relatives.
They’d been shopping and made plans to meet in a restaurant for lunch.
Daddy got there first, took a table and told the waiter that he was wait-
ing forhiswife. He didn’t take his hat off until he sat down. When Mama
got there she joined Daddy at his table, but no one came to take their
order. The waiter walked all around them, just like they weren’t there.
Heacted like he was deaf when Daddy said “Excuse me.’

“Finally a person came from the kitchen and whispered, T’'m sorry,
but we won’t be able to serve you today.’

“Daddy was shocked. He was a young boy when they left the States
and had forgotten what it was like there. He really got angry. He stood
up and said, “You sure were planning to serve me before I took my hat
off. He started to go toward the man, but Mama stopped him. ‘No George,
let’s just get our things and go,’ she said, ‘We don’t need for you to land
up in jail down here.’ Mama and Daddy got out of there and shook the
dust of that place off of their feet. Daddy’s never gone back again, never
again.”

Knowing my grandparents to be the gentle, lovely people that they
were, I couldn’t imagine what kind of madness would cause them to be
treated in sucha manner. I began to fear the very words wheneverITheard
someonerefer to “The States.” Ivowed that I, like my grandfather, would

not bother to darken America’s doorstep.

* %k

VARIOUS MINORITIES will occasionally experience periods of
trendiness in North America. An event or string of events in a foreign
countrywill trigger theonset of a phenomenon such as the Nehru jacket.

Fashions in hair and clothing will reflect the influence of the season’s
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foreign culture of choice. Suddenly, even people who despise cooked
fish will know everything there is to know about sushi. Japanese models
will sprinkle the pages of Vogue.

In the early seventies, North American Blacks experienced our epi-
sode of modishness, or what we referred to then as being “in.”

Even our neighbours in Bowness had heard that “Black is Beautiful.”
Comics like George Carlinand groups like the Rolling Stones were brag-
gingabout their Black connections. White bands woreafros, White students
at Bowness High School followed suit and played blues on their har-
monicas in the courtyard.

It was a short-lived time, but fortunately for me occurred during my
adolescence. While undergoing the standard severe pain of being four-
teen, I had my newly “cool” blackness to give mea sense of purpose.

Ifelt noble the night that I decided I would no longer straighten my
hair. I was going natural. Bolstering my confidence was the shriek of
delight that I elicited from Sharon when I informed her of my decision
and displayed my afro to her. Her approval more than compensated for
the titters that greeted me when I walked into my classroom at school
the next day. My resolve to demonstrate that I was “Black and Proud” in
the way that James Brown described in his song was only cemented when
a classmate shouted “Cheryl, did you stick your finger in an electrical
outlet?” and my fellow students burst into laughter.

My older brothers and Thad begun what could notactually have been
considered dating, as that word implies actually going out somewhere,
but what might be considered “pre” dating. Our forays into relation-
shipswith the opposite gender consisted of eating lunch with that person
in the cafeteria, going to Bowness Park or Market Mall to hold hands
during spares, or perhaps meeting on weekends to play records.

Theaverage citizen of Calgary found biracial dating to bea great curi-
osity and passers by in vehicles would often strain their necks to ogle us
if weventured onto publicstreets in physical contact with a White friend
of the opposite sex.

This was such a frequent occurrence that, in all honesty, I had ceased

to take note of it until the advent into my life of a fellow student of
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Bowness two years older than I, named Brian.I had met Brian ata camp
for elementary school students which the two of us had been selected to
attend as counsellors. We had been mutually intrigued. He informed
me, for some reason, in the early stages of our attraction, that his father
and grandfather were bigots. I was taken aback by this pronouncement,
but as Brian indicated total disagreement with their views and clearly
seemed intent upon pursuing our relationship, I'shrugged it off.

When our week in the foothills camp ended and we returned to the
city, I noticed that Brian was very disturbed by the stares we encoun-
tered on the street, blushing and becoming fidgety. I decided aftera week
or two that we should discuss his discomfort.

“Doesn’t it bother you?” he asked me.

“Well, I don’t like it, but what am I supposed to do, run after a car
shouting, ‘Hey, don’t look at us?””

“Idon’t know,” he replied. “It just gives me the creeps.”

We did not return to the topicagain.

A week later, Brian did not appear at our usual morning meeting
place at the school. When I saw him later, between classes and walked
toward him smiling, he ignored meand hurried past.Istood in the hall-
way, stunned.

Over the next days I retained hope that Brian would explain his
actions, but gradually T had to accept that he had rejected me utterlyand
did not wish to tell me why.

Had his parents learned of our friendship and forbidden it? Had a
friend of his chided him regarding me? Was he simply unable to con-
tinue tolerating the curiosity of strangers? I do not know the answers to
these questions now, nor does Brian know of the tremendous impact that
our brief encounter has had upon my life.

Had I been older, or younger, I may have been more rational about
my ordeal with Brian. As it was, already crippled by the daily horror of
adolescence, I felt as though Brian had pierced my life with a poison dart.

I believed that I had only myself to blame for what had happened.I
had trusted when Ishould not have done so.IThad been drifting through
my life with closed eyes.
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Iwas not Black enough,Iconcluded. Too many years in a White world
had caused me to forget, once too often, that I was Black and that my
blackness was the first thing seen and reacted to by every white person
that Imet and that many, many people would never see beyond my skin.
Whether Iliked it or not, the world was Black and White and I had been
attempting to live in the middle.

I began to retreat from what I perceived to be “White culture.” I
immersed myself in the literature of Black authors, became fascinated
by the history of Black Americans and was attracted to Black music that
reflected a “revolutionary” message. Ino longer believed that Canada was
a refuge from racism and resented being raised in isolation from other
Blacks.

* % %

ON APRIL 16TH, 1912, my great-aunt Daisy celebrated her fifth
birthday ata tiny train station in a town called Delmenie, Saskatchewan.

That day, she said, it was “pourin’ down rain. It was pourin’ down
rain when we pulled out of the station in Oklahoma and it was pourin’
down rain when we pulled into Delmenie, Saskatchewan.”

She had been travelling with two older sisters and two older broth-
ers,and the five of them were greeted by their mother and eldest sisters,
Maude and Mary. They walked to a house that someone in town had
rented,and as Daisy dashed from beneath the protection of their umbrel-
las to pick flowers that she saw growing along the path, her mother
despaired, calling out to the little girl that she would “catch her death.”

It had been more than two years from the time that my great-grand-
father Rufus had announced that the family would leave Oklahoma to
live in Canada, and almost two years since the family had been together.
Rufus had arrived in Saskatchewan in 1910, along with hundreds of
Black American farmers, mostly Oklahomans. He, like his fellow immi-
grants, was givena parcel of land, 160 acres, for the filing fee of ten dollars.
He built a cabin and began to make preparations for the arrival of his

wife and twelve children, who would come in twos and threes until the
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summer of 1912. Then, they would begin to live in their new world, as
Canadians.

My great-grandfather transplanted hisfamilyapproximately ten times
in the waning years of the nineteenth and early years of the twentieth
centuries. He was restless—nervous about the welfare of his children
living Black in an increasingly hostile society. Especially after his parents’
deaths (Jackson Smith on December 12, 1892 and Mary Smith on March
7,1893) he no longer felt tied to his birth state, Arkansas. He, along with
multitudes of former slaves, drifted into two districts known then as
“Indian Territory” and “Western Territory,” lands that, although within
the boundaries of the United States of America, were not states. Black
people could vote in the territories.

This attempt to remain a step ahead of total denial of human rights
was only a mediocre success for Rufus Smith and his peers. Blacks could
vote in the territories, but they were not welcome there. Lynchings and
house burnings were as common in the territories as elsewhere, but
Black people, cornered, believing that they must seize their humanity in
the territories or be crushed, fought their enemies with every means
available to them. Black men, including my great-grandfather, joined
the Socialist Party of America, which at first promised to uphold them.
The Socialist option proved to be a disappointment for Blacks when the
party, reluctant to alienate poor White farmers and labourers, began to
renege on its early commitment to Black concerns.

Frequent armed encounters between Blacks and Whites prompted
Rufus Smith to move from town to town in the Indian Territory—from
Wagoner to Bristow, to Fischerand finally to Tulsa, where the Smith family
settled into a white house with a fence, on Frankfurt Avenue. This is
where they were living in 1910 when Blacks lost voting privileges, three
years after the territories had been merged into a state called Oklahoma.

At precisely the same time the Black Oklahomans were being brutal-
ized by southern law, the Canadian government was taking out full-page
ads in southern newspapers, offering 160 acres of land in its unsettled
western provinces to anyone who could produce the filing fee of ten

dollars.
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To the almost unanimously Christian Blacks, the juxtaposition of
these two events seemed to be much more than coincidence. Many of
them began to believe that the “Promised Land” for which they had been
searching throughout their lives lay to the North—a country about
which most of them knew nothing except that it had sheltered weary
slave travellers at the end of their journey on the underground

railroad.

* % %

SOME RESIDUAL INNOCENCE, or naiveté from my child-
hood, allowed me to achieve adulthood with my belief in Canada as a
non-racist society intact. T had experienced racism of the individual var-
iety,butItrusted thatmy country’shistory wasunblemished by sweeping,
legislated bigotry.

Only when curiosity about my family’s place in the Canadian demog-
raphy prompted me to read about the reception of Blacks into Canada,
only after I dissected my own family’s oral histories, did I recognize my
error.

Canada has frequently practised discrimination based on color and
race, and every recognizable minority that lives here today has felt it.

The prospect of “too many” brown, black or yellow people making
their home in Canada has, in the past, filled many White Canadians with
fear,and in some cases, loathing. The same is true today.

When my great-grandfather crossed theforty-ninth parallel, hebelieved,
in the way that many Black people of his time drew Biblical analogies to
their own lives, that he was a kind of Moses, leading his family to the
promised land. He had heard the Canadian winters could be harsh, but,
having nothing inhis past to teach him the meaningof the word “harsh,”
he was unprepared. He was also unprepared for Canadian racism. He
learned that Canada’s message of welcome had not been intended for

him, or others like him.

We, the undersigned residents of the city of Edmonton, respectfully urge
upon your attention and upon that of the government of which you are the
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head, the serious menace to the future welfare of a large portion of Western
Canada, by reason of the alarming influx of Negro settlers. This influx
commenced about four years ago in a very small way, only four or five fam-
ilies coming in the first season, followed by thirty or forty families the next
year. Last year several hundred Negroes arrived in Edmonton and settled in
surrounding territory. Already this season nearly three hundred have
arrived; and the statement is made, both by these arrivals and by the press
dispatches, that these are but the advance guard of hosts to follow. We sub-
mit that the advent of such Negroes as are now here was most unfortunate
Sfor the country, and that further arrivals in large numbers would be disas-
trous. We cannot allow as any factors the argument that these people may
be good farmers or good citizens. It is a matter of common knowledge that it
has been proved in the United States that Negroes and Whites cannot live
in proximity without the occurrence of revolting lawlessness and the
development of bitter race hatred, and that the most serious question facing
the United States today is the Negro problem...There is not reason to believe
that we have here a higher order of civilization, or that the introduction of
a Negro problem here would have different results. We therefore respect-
Sfully urge that such steps immediately be taken by the government of
Canada as will prevent any further immigration of Negroes into Western
Canada.

This petition, issued by the Edmonton Board of Trade and supported
by the signatures of 3,000 Edmontonians, was typical of reactions to
Black immigration into Calgary, Winnipeg and Saskatoon. Also typical
were threats of violence (which, true to gentle Canadian nature, were
mostly not acted upon)and newspaper editorials carrying headlines like,
“DARK INVASION” and “NO DARK SPOTS IN ALBERTA.”

Canada’s Liberal government, whose intent in advertising for pion-
eers throughout America had not been to attract Black farmers, faced the
wrath of Canadian citizensand the Conservative opposition in the House
of Commons. One such Conservative member is known to have stood
one day to enquire whether it would not be wiser to “..preserve for the
sons of Canada the lands they propose to give to niggers.”
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The dilemma of the government was this: how to squelch the flow of
Blacks into Western Canada without interfering with the campaign to
attract White farmers?

Attempts to censor inquiries from American farmers that arrived
through the mail were pointless, as no envelope gave any clue to the color
of its sender. Endeavours to find Blacks unfit to enter the country were
ineffective also. Most of the Blacks that possessed the courage to migrate
to an unknown land were also in excellent physical and financial condi-
tion. Bribing the border doctors was futile, as too few of them were willing
to accept money to falsify records.

The solution that worked in the end was simple. The Canadian
government hired a few Black men to travel throughout the American
Southwest, to warn Black churchesand organizations about the horrors
of life in Canada. These paid men convinced thousands of Black people
that Canada was barren and frigid, and offered them no better oppor-
tunities than what they already had.

Black immigration into Western Canada slowed, then trickled, then
stopped in 1912, four years after it had begun with its “four or five fam-
ilies coming in the first season.”

For the approximately two thousand Blacks who had already settled
in Alberta and Saskatchewan, these developments were disappointing.
Their numbers would remain small. It had been their hope to build an
independent community that existed peacefully alongside its neigh-
bours. They now believed that it would bea struggle for their community
just tosurvive, let alone to bean example of Black success and racial har-
mony to the rest of the world.

Worse than this was the unsettling awareness that their welcome to
Canada was not what they had expected, that their quest fora racial nir-
vana had been naive.

There were two benefits that my great-grandfather and his peers
reaped from their lack of large numbers in Canada. One was a network
of closeness and support for one another. The other was that the Ku
Klux Klan seemed to be unaware of their presence.

When the original furor over their arrival had subsided, the prairies’

Black settlersanalyzed their circumstancesand most of them concluded
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that theyhad donethebest thingforthemselvesand their families. Canada
offered Blacks the right to vote, unsegregated education for their chil-
drenandarelatively peaceful existencealongside theirWhite neighbours,
whose attitudes ranged from sullen tolerance to unfettered acceptance.

Their lives were unmarred by lynchings and cross burnings.

NOTE
1. Cheryl Foggo, Pourin’ Down Rain (Calgary, AB: Detselig Enterprises, 1990), 4—10, 5153,

105-107, 109—112.
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SECTION SIX

THE BORDERLANDS
WOMEN’S WORK

THE ARTICLES inthissection crossanumberof unmarked bound-
ariesinwestern histories. HistoriansLaurieMercierand CynthiaLoch-Drake
cross a temporal boundary to write about the period of World War ITand
the decades after it, rather than the frontiers of European colonization
and settlement. They also explorea marginalized borderland of western
labor history as they bring women’s work and gender relations to the cen-
ter of western working-class communities. Focusing on women’s ties to
oneinternationallaborunion, thearticles probe women’s paid and unpaid
labor, as single women and wives, during a pivotal period of change in
women’s work.

U.S. historian Laurie Mercier’s prize-winning book Anaconda illumin-
ated the importance of gender in the union community of one smelter
city, Anaconda, Montana. Here, Mercier explores the ways that women’s
auxiliaries of the International Union of Mine Milland Smelter Workers
(Mine Mill) responded to Cold War pressures on both sides of the border
during the 1950s. Cynthia Loch-Drake’s article, which comes from her
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University of Calgary m.A. thesis, represents some of the newest Canadian
scholarship on women workers. Loch-Drake chronicles some of the few
women who belonged to Mine Mill as union members and labor activ-
ists during the 1947 strike at the Medalta Potteries in Medicine Hat,
Alberta. The strike revealed a great deal about how gender operated in
the potteries, in the union, and most of all in the Alberta justice system,
which treated male strikers as dangerous brutes and jailed them, but por-
trayed militant women strikers as helpless victims who needed protection.

Like those Alberta officials, most labor historians before the 1970s
focused on labor unionsand the minority of male wage earners who organ-
ized unions and waged strikes. Historians ignored the vast majority of
people who worked because those people did not work for wages or
belongto organized labor. This included most women, who, until recent
decades, worked outside the public wage system. Older labor histories
might, at most, mention the few women wageworkers who labored in
unionized industries like textiles and shoe making.

If women workers were absent from traditional labor histories, they
entered most western histories only as overworked pioneer helpmates.’
The few historians who focused on cross-border histories recognized
that workers regularly crossed the 49th parallel to mine, harvest, thresh,
herd cattle, and cut timber.* They often belonged to the same inter-
national unions, like Mine Mill, that operated in both the United States
and Canada. Because so many of these industries employed only men,
women became invisible, though their work was essential to western
industries and communities. Not until quite recently did historians
suggest that western workers, like workers throughout North America,
responded with a variety of strategies to changing industrial work con-
ditions, nor did they consider the significance of women’s work in
male-dominated industries.

Since the 1970s, new histories have shifted the focus from organized
labor to workers, including women, and to an expanded understanding
of work that includes women’s domestic labor, the work involved in
bearing and raising children, and unpaid service work that organizes

and maintains social institutions. This enlarged understanding of work
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encouraged new research on the women who provisioned the fur trade,
served as cultural intermediaries, tanned hides, raised chickens and
madebutter for market, labored onfamily farmsand ranches, and others
who sold food, lodging, or sex to the men who outnumbered women on
resource frontiers. In western mining towns on both sides of the 49th
parallel women provided the service work, paid and unpaid, that sup-
ported the male workforce in a key western industry. The first histories
of mining town women recognized their unpaid houschold labor, as
wellas the boardinghouse keepers, laundry workers, cooks, and sex work-
ers who provided “domestic” services for the unmarried male majority.
Theyhighlighted, too,howwomensupported theminers’unionsthrough
their purchasing power, by organizing working-class social life, and
with crucial strike support. Most of these histories focused on fabled
boomtowns of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.’

Mercier and Loch-Drake both explore women’s roles in Mine Mill
(1916-1967), a union that long preoccupied labor historians who strug-
gled to explain why western workers were weird exceptions toa moderate
mainstream. Organized in 1893 as the Western Federation of Miners
(1893-1916), the union endorsed the Socialist Party, helped found the
Industrial Workers of the World, and waged the strikes chronicled in
dramatic labor histories. Changing its name in 1916 to the International
Union of Mine, Milland Smelter Workers (1916-1967), the union empha-
sized its commitment to organizing all workers in the mining industry,
regardless of job or skill. That commitment to industrial unionism led
it, in the 1930s, to help found the Congress of Industrial Organizations
(c10). Mine Mill advocated organizing all workers regardless of skill,
industry, race, or gender, but, as Mercier and Loch-Drake demonstrate,
it had some difficulty at times extending that egalitarian vision of labor
unity to the masculine bastions of the mines and smelters and to the
women of western mining and smelter towns.

Both articles illuminate a key transitional period in women’s work as
increasing numbers of married women entered the paid workforce dur-
ing and after World War II, first to take the places of men in military

service, and then for the same reasons most people work for wages: to
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support themselves and their families. That historic shift was particu-
larly stark in mining and smelting towns, where paid work in the only
local industry had been restricted to men. Mercier and Loch-Drake take
us far beyond older debates about organized labor to illuminate the con-
flicting ideologies of work and gender that women confronted as they
entered the public worlds of work, organizing, and labor politics in the
postwar period.

The conflicted terrain of classand gender was further complicated by
the ideological contexts of the Cold War. In both Canada and the United
States, anti-communism became part of the rhetoric of renewed attacks
on organized laborafter World WarII, in which Mine Mill was a frequent
target. Mercier shows how women in the Mine Mill women’s auxiliaries
engaged in both sides of that ideological debate, on both sides of the
border. Loch-Drake shows how the complex terrain of class, gender,and
Cold War reaction led to different images of men and women activists,
and different rewards and sanctions for their work as union members.
In concert, these articles show how focusing on one cross-border institu-
tion, in this case a union, can provide interesting comparisons of how
class and gender operated in different local and national contexts. They
take us far beyond the questions of older labor histories to changing
postwar gender roles, and to the local, personal, and private impacts of
public work and public politics. They help us link the staple industries

of older western histories to contemporary labor and gender relations.
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“A UNION WITHOUT WOMEN
HALF ORGANIZED”

Mine Mill, Women’s Auxiliaries, and Cold War Politics

in the North American Wests

LAURIE MERCIER

THE “UNSETTLED PASTS” CONFEREN CE helped merecon-
sider the permeability of borders and regions, especially regarding the
influence of ideologies on the way people think about society, culture,
and politics. Just as capital, and the power structures it has erected, has
freely crossed borders, the ideas and strategies of social movements have
also migrated, as the “international” character of U.S./Canadian labor
unions reveal. We have seldom looked closely at the cross-border rela-
tionships within unions to compare how working class women and men
absorbed, negotiated, and contested ideologies about gender, race, cap-
italism, nation, and labor.

Thelnternational Union of Mine, Milland Smelter Workers(tummsw

or Mine Mill) had a profound influence on miners and mining commu-
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nities in both countries, particularly in the West. The union was the
successor to the Western Federation of Miners (wem) founded in Butte,
Montana, in 1893. Influenced by socialists, defeats of miners’ actions in
Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, and increasing mechanization and consolidation
in the industry, the wrm sought to create for western miners a more
democratic and militant alternative to the craft-oriented American
Federation of Labor. Enduring industryand government repressionand
competition from the radical Industrial Workers of the World (rww), by
1916 the wrm had diminished in strength. It reorganized as the rtummsw,
with more conservative bread-and-butter goals, and limped along with
few locals through the1920s. Then, with the revival of the American labor
movement in the 1930s, the Montana locals breathed new life into Mine
Milland helped organizeother western,southern, eastern,and Canadian
unions. Charges of communist influence began to plague the union on
both sides of the border even asit enjoyed strike and organizing successes.
Responding to governmental, business, and trade union anti-commun-
ism, the Canadian Congress of Labour expelled Mine Mill in 1949; the
U.S. c1o expelled it in 1950. Although this ostracism made Mine Mill
vulnerable to intense raiding by the United Steel Workers of America
(uswa) through the 1950sand early 1960s, it remarkably held on to most
of its western Canadianand U.S. locals, although its eastern unions suc-
cumbed to Cold War and Catholic Church propaganda.In 1967, facing a
more accommodating uswa leadership and a declining industry, Mine
Mill members finally voted to formally merge with uswa.’

Mine Mill’s perseverance is significant because it actively resisted the
Canadian and U.S. cold wars, and its policies and organizing methods
shaped local and regional politics. During the 1950s it counted 120,000
members in fifty Canadian locals and in mines, smelters, and fabricating
plants in the U.S. Mine Mill pressed its members to move beyond bread-
and-butterissuesto pursue broadersocialand political concerns. It helped
communities forge alliances with other unions, develop political clout,
create labor-oriented cultural institutions, and obtain better housing, edu-
cation, and recreation. Unlike most labor unions at mid-century, Mine
Mill was often “the heart of the community.”* Mine Mill also had one of
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the largest union auxiliaries, officially encouraging women’s involve-
ment in community and labor affairs.

Women’s auxiliaries were quite active in connection to many male
unions from the 1930s through the 1960s, especially in extractive indus-
tries that excluded women from the workforce. Yet few women’sand labor
historians have explored their history, perhaps discomforted by their roles
as “auxiliary” or secondary to men’s unions, and because their goals and
interests were often at odds with wage-working women. Nonetheless,
auxiliaries are important to examine because they symbolize many of
the contradictions apparent in the mid-twentieth-century labor move-
ment,especiallyin progressivebut male-dominated unionssuch as rummsw,
and they reveal how women negotiated gender restrictions, including
their formal exclusion from the main industry and union, to express
their political desires.’ Through theirauxiliary work, we seehow women
struggled to be more than loyal helpmates to union brethren, to over-
comethe constraintsof assigned gender roles,and toassert their economic
and political interests, which at times coincided with and at other times
differed from men’s goals.*

Although Mine Mill embraced a progressive internationalism, it also
celebrated its roots in the Western Federation of Miners and an occupa-
tionaland regional exceptionalism that codified miningasamaledomain.
It was explicitly anti-imperialist and officially advocated gender and
racial equality, but it also embraced a masculinity that was exclusionary.
The union often pursued contradictory politics on parallel tracks—pub-
licly advocating equity for all workers while locally promoting white
male privilege, and resisting Cold War anti-communism while embra-
cinga conservative domesticideology. This essay will explore how women
in Canadian and U.S. mining communities asserted their class politics
with a union that at least in principle advocated more gender inclusion
than much of North American labor. It will also examine how ideo-
logical struggles and their outcomes influenced developments across
gender, region, and national borders. But first, it is useful to examine
the regional context that inspired the ideals of masculinity that Mine
Mill adopted, which subsequently made it difficult for male unionists
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and women auxiliary activists to create openings for women’s union

engagement.

WESTERN WORK AND THE MASCULINE IDEAL

FROM THE LATE NINETEENTH through the late twentieth
century, resource-based industries—logging, mining, agriculture, fish-
ing—distinguished the gendered and racialized character of work in
the U.S. and Canadian Wests. Even though women and people of color
worked in these industries or the service sectors that supported them,
narratives about regional work reinforce the concept of a white, male

»s

“wageworkers’ frontier.” These occupations elicit images of tough, mas-
culine outdoor work and independence. They have also resisted hiring
women and certain ethnic groups except when labor demands have
overwhelmed the exclusionary rigid boundaries they erected. The white
male breadwinner ideal and the reputed toughness of the work that
supposedly discouraged women from employment often disintegrated
when labor markets expanded, when families required multiple bread-
winners,or when these “rugged” jobs became seasonaland low-paid, which
then madewomen and people of color “ideally suited” for the work.* “Fish-
plant reality,” Jill Stainsby finds in her study of the gendered division of
labor within British Columbia canneries, offered a stark contrast to the
romanticized autonomy of the male fisher and exposed women workers
to “noisy machinery, unpleasant (often cold and wet) surroundings, long
hours of performing monotonous, repetitive labor, and inadequate

»7

rewards.” Industries, unions, and male workers perpetuated this social
order and a regional identity that reinforced the belief that its work
required rugged masculinity. Unions and workers might preserve jobs
for white men, but employers could resist improving conditions or pro-
viding adequate workers’ compensation by exploiting stereotypes that
rendered workers “tough enough” to handle the most dangerous condi-
tions or too rootless and family-less to warrant company-provided
protections.’

Even during World War II, when much of Canada and the United

States opened industrial jobs to women, company, government, and
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union officials sought to preserve men’s claims to traditional western
occupations. Montana’s war manpower director, for example, claimed
that the state needed “men for the hard, heavy and unpleasant jobs” in
mines, mills,and woods “where women cannot beused.” Anaconda Copper
Mining Companyand Mine Mill union officials agreed that mines, mills,
and smelters could notemploy women because the work required strength
and stamina. But physical prowess evidently was not the chief requisite,
because the company began recruiting retired and disabled men. When
the company tried to bypass union seniority rules to give women “soft”
positions, union leaders, struggling to preservea male breadwinner work-
place while maintaining labor principles, alternated between insisting
that women be excluded as a weaker sex and that they be treated equally.’

The war years provide ample examples to illustrate the shifting
ground of gendered and racialized work categories. In the northern U.S.
West’s one-industry towns, employers and city officials often pushed to
hire local women to avoid attracting southern blacks, southwestern
Mexican Americans, or immigrants to their communities. In Anaconda,
Montana, the Anaconda Company manipulated perceptions of differ-
ence to convince union representatives to allow women into its smelter.
Appealing to racial prejudices, management threatened to import African
Americans and Mexicans to fill the labor void, emphasizing that they
would prefer Anaconda women “rather than Mexican boys,” but the fed-
eral government could send “colored men” any time. Management and
labor thenagreed that they would preserve community values that cham-
pioned white male and female breadwinners.™

Wartime labor demands and subsequent relaxation of occupational
barriers presented unprecedented opportunities for women of many
races and ethnicities, especially in new aircraft and shipbuilding plants.
Miningand logging remained off limits, however, except fora small per-
centage of women who found work in processing ore and timber. Why
did western urban shipyards and aircraft plants actively recruit women,
while mining and most logging communities resisted hiring them?"
Well-entrenched gender ideologies, accompanying lore about the work,

and past union struggles for job security in automating industries

“A Union Without Women is only Half Organized” 319



influenced practices. The industry’s needs and economic position also
explain the difference: the minerals industry had been declining except
during the war boom, and as a new industry, shipbuilding demanded
new recruits. Whereas women never constituted more than 5 percent of
thesmelter workforcein Anaconda, they madeup 28 percent of Portland’s
shipyard workers.”

The postwar period brought a rapid resumption of restrictions, under-
scoring the fluidity of these ideologiesand how pinned to power relations
they were. Nonetheless, women in mining communities were often fun-
damentally changed by their wartime experiences, as represented by
married women’s increasing participation in the labor force. Women
who worked in the Anaconda smelter during the war lost their jobs, but
theindependence they tasted lasted in subsequent work and family roles.
ErmaBennett recalled thatafter the war people “tried to change it back,”
but it was “the beginning of the change” in women’s roles as they sought
greater publicand economic participation.”

Women had better luck inserting themselves into some of the region’s
forest products mills. Although their work in the woods was limited to
cooking and truck driving, women found some opportunities in sex-
segregated production work. Unlike their counterparts in the minerals
industry, who were laid off and replaced by returning servicemen at war’s
end, a small percentage of women remained in forest products mills. In
1942 when a plywood factory opened in Port Alberni, British Columbia,
toaid thewar effort, women rushed toapply for positionsand soon became
8o percent of the workforce. Susanne Klausen demonstrates how the
women’s presencechallenged “thetenaciousmyth that women are unsuited
to forestry.” Yet the single-industry community gave preferences to local
women and expected them to leave their jobs after the war. Industries,
male workers, and their unions appealed to stubborn ideologies about
occupational segregation as well as to the women’s sense of community
solidarity that privileged the male family breadwinner. Port Alberni
plywood women were not forced to leave after the war, but their num-
bers and status shifted as the mill hired more male workers. The range
of “women’s jobs” narrowed while “men’s jobs” expanded, and tensions

between male and female workers increased.'
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In the postwar period, many western union leadersand workers seized
upon a special regional masculine identity to advance their clout and
resistemployerand anti-communistattacks. Unions highlighted regional
differences to assert an independent and often more militant course,
distancing themselves from what they perceived as eastern, conserva-
tive,bureaucraticunionism. Union iconographyand rhetorical traditions
championed masculine workersin contrast to weak and feminized bosses.
MineMill survived anti-communist hysteria in the 1950s partly through
its embrace of a masculine regional identity to resist red-baiting attacks
bytheuswa-cio,(U.S.)House Un-American Activities Committee(HUAC),
the U.S. Justice Department, the Canadian Congress of Labour, minerals
corporations, and the media.” uswa organizers, in fact, realized that
they were dealing with “an entirely different unionism” in which work-
ers and their locals valued their autonomy and tight-knit communities
more than international unions. Geography, the nature of the mining
industry,and a masculine, militant heritage, these organizers concluded,
had made western locals more independent and less susceptible to red-
baiting. However, Mine Mill’sassociation of militancy with masculinity
created strains with community women it hoped to organize in support

of union efforts and in resistance to Cold War attacks.

MINE MILL AUXILIARY MOVEMENT

ALTHOUGH RELATIVELY FEW WOMEN worked in mines
and mills during the war, women’s auxiliaries expanded, reflecting
women’s desires to participate in the political and economic decisions
affecting their lives, even if excluded from minerals industry workplaces.
Women had initiated or revived auxiliaries across the United States dur-
ing the c1o0 organizing drives and strike waves of the 1930s. Canadian
unions followed suit. Yet many international unions were ambivalent
about women’s potential clout and interference. For example, uswa
president David McDonald laid down strict guidelines for emerging
auxiliaries that explicitly excluded the women from steelworkers coun-
cilsand granted them limited roles to “createa closer and more fraternal

feeling between the families of union members” and assist the union.”
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1uMMsw recognized the broader political and economic value of
women’s participation and actively encouraged organizing women into
auxiliaries, often pronouncing, “A union without the women is only half
organized.” Eighteen of ninety-five organized auxiliaries sent delegates
to the Mine Mill convention held in Joplin, Missouri, in August 1941. In
a series of resolutions offered to the convention, the Butte-Anaconda
women delegates, at the forefront of organizing efforts since the 1930s,
urged male unionists to adhere to the 1940 convention pledge to organ-
izeauxiliaries for everylocal.” Auxiliarieshad theright to send delegates
to union conventions and to attend local union meetings and make rec-
ommendations. The 1944 constitution of the tummsw Ladies’ Auxiliary
differed significantly from other union and fraternal auxiliaries that
stressed women’s hel ping roles. The women adopted the union’s preamble,
which emphasized class struggleand emancipation of the working class
through industrial unions.” Alsoat the1944 convention, in what seemed
to be an assertion of their independence, Ladies” Auxiliary delegates by
a majority vote asked that the union’s constitution be amended to con-
vert the auxiliary into an autonomous organization. The international
officers, executive board, and delegates concurred.”

Despite Mine Mill praise for the move, auxiliary women did not uni-
versally welcome the autonomy vote. Many auxiliary members wrote to
international president Mary Orlich of Butte to complain about the chan-
ges, and some officers resigned their district posts. Many women believed
they would lose their hard-won clout, since their auxiliary was the only
one in the c1o to gain a voice and vote at Mine Mill conventions, and they
feared financial instability. Responding to complaints, Orlich agreed that
she was sorry to hear about the international election results, “but we still
feel that we cannot afford to discard all the hard work that has gone into
the creation of the Auxiliary movement...It may be a little difficult to start
outon our own, but...thereisa great deal for the women to do, so let us not
become discouraged, because we are no longer with the men. I think that
we all can show them that we can do the job better as women leaders.™ A
few months later, after a failed membership drive, Orlich scrambled to
rally her localsat the same time shealluded toa changing world that made

women less interested in joining auxiliaries: “We are going to have to
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FIGURE 13.1: MaryOrlich (seated third from right) with International Union of Mine,
Mill and Smelter Workers Ladies’ Auxiliary Group. [Courtesy of Don Orlich]

adapt ourselves to [the Autonomy|....I realize how difficult it is to organ-
ize women, because in my own home local, we have a good-sized [union]
membership, but we havea poor percentage of women in the Aux....I real-
izealso that women are going on the productionlines, butIsay that should
not break up our Auxiliaries.” The lack of women’s interest in joining
auxiliaries plagued theauxiliary movement in the postwar period. Asmore
women entered the workforce, and as male unions stubbornly resisted
expanding substantive opportunities for women'’s participation or cham-
pioning women’s issues, there was little appeal to join yet another com-

munity organization that required dues.
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While end-of-the-war wage opportunities and the auxiliaries’auton-
omy hampered organizing in the States, District 8 (eastern Canada)and
District7(western Canada)successfully organized newlocalsand expanded
memberships. Part of the enthusiasm came with the revitalization of
mining unions—once strong under the wrm in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries—when in 1944 the Canadian government
relaxed union organizing regulations. The culture of Mine Mill may
have shaped eastern and western mining communities more profoundly
than particular regional or Canadian sensibilities, but the long history
of western militancy assisted union organizing as wartime migrations
put westerners in contact with eastern workers. Pearl Chytuk, who moved
to Sudbury, Ontario, from Regina, Saskatchewan, in 1941, observed strik-
ing regional differences. Chytuk was able to get a job at the Inco smelter
during the war, but she was surprised that people were fearful of talking
about unions: “Out west we were talking unions for beauty salons and
restaurant workers, but in Sudbury, people were reluctant to talk about
it.” While working at the smelter, Chytuk could not participate in the
auxiliary, so she actively organized for Mine Mill Local 598. She remem-
bered the hesitancy of some of her male co-workers, but many of the
women activists were “from the west where we always felt more free.” At
theend of the war when the women at Inco were laid off, Chytuk returned

to the Ladies’ Auxiliary where she actively pursued working-class goals.”

GENDER AND THE COLD WAR

DESPITE MINE MILL’S ENTHUSIASM forauxiliariesacross
borders, by thelate1940s the Cold War intervened to heighten genderand
ideological divisions within the international. President Mary Orlich,
tireless advocate for the auxiliary movement, mounted anti-communist
chargesagainsttheleft-leaning union in the conservative Saturday Evening
Post: “I'want to organizeall the housewives in America to fight this scourge;
Iwant to inform the women of America how their way of living is threat-
ened. The commies area common enemy, and the people don’t know it.”*
Through the 1940s Orlich had frequently invoked the language of class

in urging others to “war on these big bosses [for] a decent living wage”
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and to “share the profit.” Despite the hardships of the 1946 strikes, Orlich
implored Mine Mill women to mobilize others to join auxiliaries and to
be more than “a card carrier” and fight for a guaranteed annual wage and
to “impressupon theminds of our Parent Union localsthe need forwomen’s
organizations.” But withina year, Orlich, like many North American labor
activists,becamealarmed at publicized threats of communism and quickly
diverted her wrath away from corporationsand onto Mine Mill. Her cor-
respondence reveals that Montana Senator Burton K. Wheeler, New Deal
populist turned anti-communist, and c1o conservatives persuaded her
that domestic communists, many of whom were in the labor movement,
threatened American security. Her claims that communists had over-
taken Mine Mill and her calls for women’s militancy created a firestorm
among the union’s supporters.

Women'’s reaction to Orlich was mixed; some called for her resigna-
tion,othersoffered support. The Canadian localsappeared most outraged,
suggesting that anti-communist charges held less potency north of the
border. Kay Carlin of Sudbury wrote to Orlich that the article “is having
onehellofan effectoverhere....Iknow that wearein this Union Movement
to fight reaction and big business regardless of our race, creed or polit-
ical beliefs....I can only say it has thrown a blight over the Union when
you accuse them of being dominated by Communists, when you know
that is not the truth....By doing these things you are playing right into
the hands of reaction....I may be forced to take a stand on that article by
membersherein Can[ada]and by my ownsenseof whatisright.” Charlotte
M. Rash, recording secretary of the Copper Mountain, British Columbia,
Auxiliary No. 139, signaled to Orlich that her local “voted unanimously
to demand your resignation as president of our auxiliary. We no longer
feel that you are worthy of our confidence.” E.M. Bausquet, recording
secretary of the Trail District Ladies’ Auxiliary No. 131, reported to Orlich
that

at our last meeting [we| unanimously endorsed all letters written

by our Sister Locals demanding your resignation as Pres of the

Auxiliaries....You say it is the Commies who are disrupting the
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unions, but if you want our frank opinion, it is people like your-
self, who are the stooges of Big Business by playing right along
with them in the labor splitting tactics, who are the true disrupt-
ors....We women of the Auxiliary are fighting with our brothers
of the Unions for unity of all people and security for the people,
not for disunity and unemployment. This is also what our boys in
the armed forces fought for. You are in the same category as the
Hitlerites in Germany and Mussolinis in Italy who first disunited
the unions through rotten propaganda and then were able to
build Nazism and Fascism. Do you want this to happen in
America? We believe that you have madea terrible error in
attacking a minority group in the Union and that you [must|
resign immediately as President of the tummsw Auxiliaries and

as Vice-President of the [Congress of Women’s Auxiliaries| c10.”

A few Canadian women, however, wrote to Orlich expressing their
confusion about the affair and questioned the motives of their leaders.
Referring to the Canadian auxiliaries’ boycott of the special auxiliary con-
vention called by Orlich in Salt Lake City in September, Maes Whitehead,
of Lake Penage, Ontario, asked Orlich to clarify whether “all this trouble
of Canadian delegatesnotattending the convention” was dueto “trouble”
from the International or District 8’s own Kay Carlin: “Surely we didn’t
putall that work in the Auxiliary to have it torn down by gossip...a lot of
our girlsin Sudburyarein an uproarover our delegates not going to Salt
Lake.” The evident dissension in Sudbury would simmer for the next
decade and ultimately unravel labor unity in the East.

While women may have divided ideologically over the affair or ques-
tioned the tactics of Orlich or her opponents in damaging the auxiliary
movement, male Mine Mill members widely condemned Orlich for “med-
dling in men’s union affairs.” When Orlich publicly blasted what she
viewed as communist domination of Mine Mill, male unionists dismissed
her red-baiting asa particular gender rather than political weakness and
characterized Orlich as a “simple little housewife” who foolishly con-

tributed to “anti-union hokum.” They insisted that because “women are
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different” they were susceptible to disloyalty, unlike “true men” who
“always feel bad when they’ve betrayed their friends.” Moreover, men
questioned the efficacy of the auxiliary movement and marginalized its
potential strength. William Mason, Mine Mill executive board member
forDistrict1,and HarryBaird, treasurerof theMontanaAnti-Discrimination
League, wrote in the Saturday Evening Post that “this sort of meddling in
men’s union affairs is responsible for the present situation wherein only
35 of the 1000s of Butte miners’ women care to be in the auxiliary.” The
auxiliary may have had few members, revealing its weakness in the union
and community, but unlike its male counterparts who were required to
join Mine Mill in closed shops, women were voluntary members, often
without their men’s support, and often lacked money to pay dues or fund
their activities. Mine Mill may have halted this early anti-communist
attack in its backyard, butits gender stereotyping eliminated an import-
ant source of potential support and ultimately impeded working-class
solidarity as it faced accelerated anti-communist attacks in the Cold War
period.

The controversy, which “paralyzed” auxiliary activities through 1947,
led the tumMmsw executive board to investigate charges and to appointa
trial committee. Mine Mill president Maurice Travis urged local aux-
iliaries to keep their organizations intact despite the flap.” Asher “trial”
approached, Orlich and financial secretary Dora Young wrote to all local
auxiliaries emphasizing that the “International has absolutely no author-
ity....Ours is an autonomous organization and all Local Auxiliaries are
legally and morally bound to follow our own constitution...if any local
auxiliary ignores, as officers we have no choice but to follow provisions of
our constitution (art 17).” Orlich’s absolutism indicated to many women
that her tactics paralleled the undemocratic methods of the “red” union
that she attacked.

A trial committee met in Chicago on 4 February 1948 and charged
Mary Orlich and herassociates as seeking to destroy the tummsw through
“illegal machine control,” slandering the International Union and,among
other allegations, deliberately neglecting Canadian locals “for disruptive

reasons.” The trial committee recommended to the executive board that
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a new Ladies’ Auxiliary be organized, that auxiliary locals “desiring to
remain loyal” send per capita tax not to the former auxiliary but to the
rummsw office until new officers could be elected, and that all auxiliary
chartersand documents be retrieved from Orlich.” Protesting to c1o sec-
retary James Carey, Orlich provided examples of where Mine Mill refused
to provide any rulings or information because the auxiliary was no
longer in its jurisdiction, “yet they meddle into our business because we
women will not be dominated by their Red Tactics.” Mary Orlich con-
tinued her fight against communism but became marginalized after she
lost herauxiliary platform. Even the Steelworkers, which initially found
her useful in attacking Mine Mill, by 1955 urged their members to leave
her “out” of raids planned in Butte-Anaconda, labeling her “nothing but

231

a Company stooge.

A NEW AUXILIARY

DESPITE ITS PROMISES toincrease the Auxiliary’sautonomy,
the ;tummsw, alarmed at the destructive potential of the women’s group,
used its constitutional authority to dissolve it. Nonetheless, rummsw
men chose to revive and reform, not eliminate, the auxiliary movement.
After the trial the executive board appointed Marie Goforth as a full-
time organizer for the new Ladies’ Auxiliary. Canadian auxiliaries, under
the leadership of Kay Carlin, Dorothy McDonald, and others, remained
strong, but the U.S. movement was slow to reorganize after the Orlich
debacle. Mercedes Steedman notes that in the shadow of Orlich’s early
red-baiting, “US auxiliaries moved cautiously, at the same time as the
Canadian auxiliaries pushed for a stronger position within the recently
autonomous Canadian Mine Mill Council.”**

Mine Mill made a concerted effort to generate greater enthusiasm by
expanding auxiliary coverage in its newspaper. For example, it featured
an essay contest on “What Beinga Member of a Mine-Mill Auxiliary Means
to Me,” and it included the essay of prize-winner Rachael Wood, finan-
cial secretary of the Trail auxiliary. A former wartime smelter worker,
Wood justified wives’increased participation in unionaffairsassheaffirmed

women’s loyalty to Mine Mill political goals. She reminded her sisters
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that women needed to join men in “upholding our International Con-
stitution” and “preserve the democratic rights of all workers” including
“freedom to choose one’s own... politics.”*

Although the Auxiliary seemed safely purged of rebellious elements,
women membersstill pushed foramoreactive rolein union issues, resisted
men’s meddling, and often pursued their own agenda that did not match
men’s goals. The Mine-Mill Union reported that at the 1951 Women’s
Auxiliary annual convention held in Nogales, Arizona, the women adopted
an ambitious program of education and support for rummsw but failed
toreport whatappeared in a banner headline in the Auxiliary’s own news-
letter concerningwomen’s rights. The newsletterannounced that delegates
to the convention had adopted a new women’s rights resolution advo-
cating equal opportunity for women in the workplace and public life,
revealing how working-class women embraced feminism long before the
“second wave” women’s movement became activated in the 1960s. The
women also vowed to seek joint activities with local unions to discuss
the role of women. Mine Mill’s silence on these goals indicates reluc-
tance by theunion tosharewith itslocalsthe moreindependentinterests
of its auxiliary women.*

Thenewslettersand files of the Mine Mill Auxiliary reveal local women’s
persistent struggles during the 1950s and early 1960s to gain acceptance
in their communities and to win the respect of their union men while
pushing for wider roles. Male delegates to the tummsw convention con-
sistentlyoffered support,and theexecutiveboard and organizers repeatedly
plugged the potential women could offer labor. But resistance on the
local level must have been firm. Recognizing the lack of follow-up to
theirannual resolutions supporting the Auxiliary, some male union mem-
bers reminded their compatriots that “very often the winning or losing
of amajorlabor struggle hinges upon [women’s| support in the home, in
the community, and even on the picket lines.” But the rank-and-file’s
ideasof “support,” except duringa strike, kept women at home,and many
auxiliary women pushed for broader participation in union affairs.”

Despite the hard work of several Auxiliary officers to win more sub-

stantial roles for women in the rummsw, the Auxiliary international
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movement limped along, severely lacking in funds to send delegates to
the international convention, pay a coordinator, or print a newsletter.
Theinternational’s lofty rhetoricabout gender inclusion wasnot matched
by its paltry budgetary allocations to women’s efforts. Just ten women
delegates—all from the western United States and western Canada—
attended the 1956 Mine Mill convention, focusing their attention on
community projects, political action, and the revival of the Auxiliary
newsletter. The women pushed to become part of policy committees of
local unions, particularly Healthand Welfare, convincing men that women
could watch their doctor and hospital bills more effectively. Auxiliary
president Eva Pence, of Cobalt, Idaho, demanded to know why men
hesitated in asking women to help in policing the health plan. “Are they
afraid to take the women out of the home for an hour or two? Or,” she
asked, “isit that they think all women are without a mind to think withz”
She noted that women “are the ones” who stay with children when they
are sick, take them to the hospital, administer medicines, and speak
with health professionals and were certainly capable of working on the
health committees. Pence instructed auxiliary members to offer their
help to the local union and, if refused, to try again until they see “that
the women can do more than cook a good dinner, put on a banquet or
help with that dance or picnic.” Pence’s irritation persisted, and in sub-
sequent convention meetings she complained that local unions always
depended on the auxiliaries in a crisis, such as strikes, election cam-
paigns, or for “somefood cooked and served...but when we need help we
are forgotten and have no place in the labor movement.” Ultimately she
and other Auxiliary leaders decided to drop their national effort to
revive auxiliaries and revert to organizing members and programs ona
local level.”

American women envied their sisters in Canada, whom they believed
wielded more influence in the labor movement through their auxiliaries.
There, women could attend local union meetings and make recommen-
dations. “We had a voice, we could always express our views,” noted
auxiliary member Ruth Reid, “even if we couldn’t always vote.” Former

Mine Mill organizer Clinton Jencks recalled his efforts in New Mexico
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to involve more women in the union, but men resisted because they
feared losing some of their power and privilege. Jencks wondered “why
the Canadian women were so courageous and making the international
officers so uncomfortableand demanding the right toattend international
union conventions and...to say something on the floorand not just to be
the auxiliary that serves the coffee and the cookies.” He discovered that
some Canadian male and female activists realized that Mine Mill could
beso much more effective in gaining women allies by strengthening the
auxiliary movement. After the Canadian auxiliary became autonomous
in1955,U.S.and Canadian sisters continued to exchange newsand ideas.
In a memo to auxiliary members, President Eva Pence grumbled, “The
women in Canadaare receiving theaid of the Mine-Mill. In the two years
since the Autonomy, Canada has advanced while we are just moving
along.” Pence concluded that this was “due to the Local Union mem-
bers” whose ambivalence or outright hostility turned away potential
supporters.”

Insome ways Canadian women may have had a greater voice in union
affairs, but examples from the East reveal that gender and Cold War div-
isions werenot restricted to the States. During the critical 1958 Inco strike
in northern Ontario, Sudbury merchants and politicians organized a
“back-to-work” movement of union members’ wives. Auxiliary members
organized counter-demonstrations in support of thesstrike, but thelocal
and national media were predisposed to favor the anti-communist effort
in order to weaken Mine Mill. Mercedes Steedman describeshow gender
tensions within the union provided fertile ground for an effective use of
Cold War propaganda among the women. Women’s Auxiliary No. 117 pro-
vided food for picket lines and organized outside aid for striking families,
but as the strike wore on and families became more desperate, the Back-
to-Work women launched a campaign to purge the local of its “red”
leadersaswellasend the strike. The Mine Mill Auxiliary sought to counter
this effort with its own mass meeting and pledge to march on City Hall
to demand support for the union in its negotiating efforts. The union
bargaining team, however, was furious that the auxiliary had ventured
a politically naive act that might backfire and tried to halt the event,
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which then allowed Back-to-Work supporters to dominate the public
arena. With Mine Mill men and women divided, anti-Mine Mill forces
gained control of the union. Soon, workers and their families switched
allegiances to a different union.*

Far to the west a similar catastrophe struck Mine Mill in Anaconda,
Montana. Despite geographical differences, Sudbury and Anaconda had
much in common. They had two of the largest Mine Mill locals, making
them strategically important to those who wished to destroy the union
and were thus specific targets of uswa raids. The communities were eth-
nically diverse, predominately Catholic, opened their smelter jobs to local
women during WWII, limited women’s economicopportunities after the
war, and were dominated by large multinational minerals corporations.
Both communities created alternative politics and cultures based on
MineMill’sinfluence, developing, for example, asummer camp,anannual
smelter workers’ celebration, and union halls that served as community
centers. In the postwar period, both Anaconda and Sudbury were trans-
formed from company towns into union towns. Unlike in Sudbury, where
the women’s auxiliary was quite strong, the Anaconda auxiliary disinte-
grated after the Mary Orlich scandal. Yet in both places the local unions
were ambivalent at best in supporting women’s auxiliary work, and
gender divisions helped anti-communist arguments take root. Workers
and their families came to believe anti-Mine Mill propaganda that linked
the union to the strikes that created tremendous economic hardships
and bargaining ineffectiveness. Many decided that they were better off
to relent than to continue to endure uswa and other union raids in order
to preserve what remained of community unionism.Thecaseof Anaconda
and Sudbury demonstrates that more than a western, masculine, mil-
itant heritage shaped the Cold War ideological struggle. Religion, local
politics,uswA strategy,and gender divisions played greater rolesin under-
mining Mine Mill than did regional and national influences. Most of
MineMill’swestern localsin Canadaand inthe U.S.,asidefrom Anaconda,
remained impervious to Cold War assaults, but the capitulation of the
two important locals severely damaged Mine Mill’s ability to survive

and ultimately led to the formal merger with uswa in 1967.”
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AUXILIARY DECLINE
BY THE 1960S, almostall the women’sauxiliaries of Mine Mill had
become inactive or dissolved. The international made an effort to revive
them, but its preoccupation with uswa raiders, trials of its officers, an
empty treasury, a changing industry, an endless cycle of contract nego-
tiations,and its persistentadherenceto genderassumptions contributed
to its lukewarm response to the auxiliary movement. Women still com-
plained about men’s meddling, and the weakened international seemed
incapable of bringing gender peace to its locals. In June 1962 the Bisbee
Ladies’ Auxiliary of Local 551 complained to the international that Mrs
Elkinswas controlling theauxiliary’s presidency thanks to her husband,
who was president of the union. Ruth Brady wrote that Mr Elkins had
said, “AslongasT’'m president there will be no re-election.”We then asked
him who gave him authority to decide? He then said, ‘When you step
out of line it is his job to stop it, we could either go on like we were, or
desolve [sic| the auxiliary.” As I see the situation, we need no [Dictator].”*

The Bisbee situation reveals another reason why men and women
were often indifferent and at times antagonistic toward auxiliaries.
Although they often provided spaces for women’s democratic participa-
tion in labor politics,auxiliaries, like many male unions, pursued agendas
of aleadership that varied in ideological interests. Many leaders, such as
Mary Orlich, had conservative political goals in adopting a rigid anti-
communist position, but relied on militantstrategies thatasserted auxiliary
autonomy from male union dictates. Her successor, Eva Pence, was not a
cold warrior but continued to seek an independent, active role for the
Auxiliary.” Both women’s frustrations lay not only with the international
for its insignificant financial allocations despite public claims to boost
Auxiliary membership, or with men’s open resistance in many union
locals, but also with women who neglected their auxiliary duties. It was
difficult to find volunteers to serve in elected posts or to pursue activ-
ities that advanced both unions and auxiliary.

Auxiliaries were not necessarily representative; they counted as their
members a very small percentage of the eligible wives, sisters, and

daughters of union members, and unlike unions that required workers
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to vote and fund union activities, auxiliaries were voluntary, independ-
ent, and self-sufficient. But efforts to dismiss auxiliaries as potentially
detrimental rely on old mythsin the labor movement (and labor history)
that portray women as fundamentally conservative. These preoccupa-
tions with women’s position rest on gendered assumptions that do not
account for individual ideological difference or the forceful personal-
ities who shaped (and sometimes controlled) auxiliary affairs. After all,
analyses of labor unions’ anti-communist or anti-Cold War positions, or
theiraccommodation to or resistance to management’s demands, do not
rest on the degree of conservatism among men as a group.” Sometimes
women’s and men’s goals were different, as when Mine Mill women advo-
cated equal rights or better health care, but women were hardly less
militant than men.

Other ideological differences among women surfaced in addition to
perceived threats of communism. Just after the war, Mary Orlich had
tried to resolve the racial tensions that haunted Alabama auxiliaries as
whitewomen refused towork with District vice-president ViolaMcGadney,
who was African American.” Similar tensions arose in the American
Southwest, as Mexican American women sought equal treatment and
opportunities to serve as officers in their auxiliaries. In 1956 Mexican
American women from Clifton-Morenci, Arizona, complained to the inter-
national that Anglo women “run the show.” Women’s outspokenness often
challenged Mine Mill official positions against racial discrimination. For
example, several women questioned the union’s editorial in 1952 that
called on readers to protest to the National Broadcasting Company its
“use of a stereotyped, clownish Mexican character” on the Judy Canova
show. Mrs Annie Petek, of East Helena, Montana, protested that “what
has made America strong is that each of us can take a joke about our-
selves” and suggested that the anti-racist editorial “sounds very much
like something Joe Stalin would print to stir up trouble.” Although Mine
Mill Auxiliary members took an oath to oppose discrimination, latent
racism emerged in letters to the Mine-Mill Union newspaper,and one sus-
pects in other forums, through the 1950s, revealing how intertwined
were ideologies about race, the Cold War, and the role of the labor move-

ment.*”

334 LAURIE MERCIER



Local gender tensions conflicted with more egalitarian ideals advo-
cated by the international, revealing that such ideologies were often
contested. The left-leaning Mine Mill simultaneously advocated differ-
ence—the uniqueness of mining and smelting required rugged men—
and equality. Its 1954 film Salt of the Earth in many ways reflects the union’s
enlightened gender politics—while at the same time rendering its
women’s auxiliary powerless. Based on the 1951 strike by predominantly
Mexican American zinc miners in New Mexico, the film featured black-
listed Hollywood producers and mining community actors. Banned and
boycotted at the time because of its “communist” makers, the film has
become a minor cult classic in college courses because of its feminist
content. Striking Mine Mill miners allowed their wives to take their
place when an injunction prevented their picketing, and emboldened
by their activist roles, the women began demanding that their issues,
such as clean water, be considered in union negotiations, and that in the
household menallow them moreautonomy.Admired by mining women
who saw the film, the New Mexico auxiliary members, who initially after
the strike were allowed greater roles in the union, gradually lost their
clout due to men’s resistance. The well-publicized New Mexico story
offered hopeful possibilities to auxiliary members who longed for social
change, yet it also revealed how temporary those gains might be. Union
members both sought women’s support, especially during critical strikes,
and worked to contain that support within domestic roles. Although
auxiliariesappeared to reproduce thesexual division of labor, the degree
to which women acted independently and asserted their own class goals
reflected the changes in family structure and women’s visible roles in
the workplace and public arenas, which many men found threatening,.
Ideologies about difference often sank deeply within many rank-and-
file workers who resisted their own union’s rhetoric of solidarity across
skill, race, region, and gender.

An analysis of women’s labor auxiliaries in male-dominated indus-
triesrevealshowwomenand men searched for,negotiated,and contested
appropriate political roles for women. The story of women’s auxiliary
participation in strikesis wellknown; butalthough many women yearned

for greater and long-term political involvement, local and international
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unions seemed incapable of granting them more than limited roles. In
most union auxiliaries, women searched for an appropriate niche. They
may have pledged to build industrial unions, but excluded from the work-
placeand discouraged bymaleunionistsfrom participatinginsubstantive
local affairs, they often fell back on traditional auxiliary activities, spon-
soring card parties, socials with the male union, and showers for brides.
In the postwar period, as women entered the wage market in increasing
numbers, became influenced bya revived women’s movement, and found
other avenues for political participation and social expression in their
own unions, political parties, and clubs, auxiliaries became anachronis-
tic for most.

By following the rise and decline of the Mine Mill auxiliary, we see
that genderand political ideologies shaped union responses to the Cold
War in Canada and the United States. Mine Mill’s celebration of its west-
ern, masculine, and militant independence helped the union resist
red-baitingand shore up support in its western locals. However, the per-
sistence of beliefs about men’s superiority in work and union affairsand
the infrequent ability to embrace the potential of working class solidar-
ityacross gender lines, damaged thelong-term survival of the progressive,
embattled union. As women’s aspirations for greater participation in
union affairs rose, they became more disappointed in male resistance,
especially at the local level. Unions and their auxiliaries provide a fruit-
ful arena in which to explore how political and gender ideologies take
root and spread across nation and region. These examples underscore
how many women persisted in their pursuit of active political roles in

the male unions that shaped their lives and communities.
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JAILED HEROES KITCHEN HEROINES

Class, Gender, and the Medalta Potteries Strike in Postwar Alberta

CYNTHIA LOCH-DRAKE

IN OCTOBER 1947 a packed courtroom in Medicine Hat, Alberta,
received “with silent shock” the sentencing of seven male workers from
the local pottery factory to thirty days of hard labour in the Lethbridge
“gaol” for picket line violence.' The men, together with eight women,
had been involved in two separate picket line incidents at the Medalta
Potteries factory, which was a major employer in the small Alberta city of
nearly 13,000. The more serious incident, a “mauling,” sent one man to
hospital with minor injuries; the other resulted in a smashed load of
pottery. All of the men and women had pleaded guilty to a charge of
intimidation. One man also pleaded guilty to assault. The eight women,
however, received only suspended sentences. Local Magistrate T. O’B. Gore-
Hickman said he “hesitated to send young women to jail” where they
would be fingerprinted and their criminal files started. The defence law-
yer also asked for the leniency of the court “in the case of the female

»z

workers, the majority being170r18yearsof age.” Neither party expressed
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such solicitude on behalf of any of the men—the youngest man was
cighteen.’

Outraged by the men’s harsh sentences, the International Union of
Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers (hereafter Mine Mill), which represented
Medalta workers, appealed to Medicine Hat City Council to lobby pro-
vincial and federal governments for a reduction in the men’s sentence.
Ataregular council meeting, before the request could be debated, Mayor
William Rae accused the union’s international representative, who led
the delegation, of being an agent of Moscow whose “sinister purpose”
was “a calculated plan designed to make capital out of human misery.”
Calling William Longridge “an individual with a deformed brain, a mis-
fit, who admits receiving the gold of Moscow,” Rae urged council not to
be deceived by “this dastardly scheme” and to intercede in the “political
chicanery.” Rae was careful to distinguish between the union’s leader, who
was the target of hisattack, and rank-and-file workers, who were “mis-

»4

guided individuals” placed in an “unfortunate position.” Two days after
the virulent attack the strike collapsed, ending seventy-two days of suc-
cessful picketing that had kept pottery production at the factory to a
minimum. Workers returned to their jobs without a contract and with
no guarantee that the company would take back all striking workers.
Within the larger framework of Alberta labour history, the Medalta
Potteries strike marks a crucial turning point in publicattitudes toward
organized labour that placed workers on the defensive in the postwar era.
The strength of government responses to the Medalta strike—as meas-
ured by political rhetoricand court decisions alone—suggests there was
significant grassroots support for organized labouranda fair wageamong
ordinary Alberta men and women in the immediate postwar years. Initial
publicsupport for worker militancy quickly evaporated in the overheated
atmosphere of anti-communist hysteria fostered by the Cold War. Pro-
foundly gendered treatmentof workersbythecourts, the press, politicians,
and the union intensified publicambivalence toward male workers who,
increasingly, were perceived as dangerous, yet naive. Women workers’
activism was largely ignored or downplayed. When women’s actions pushed

them onto the publicstage they tended to be seen as innocent victims of
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either industrialists or organized labour, depending on the context. The
union’s masculinist culture and militant stance contributed to these per-
ceptions, as did some of the beliefs and attitudes of rank-and-file workers,
both male and female. Women workers were proud of the often heavy
physical labour they performed and many resented the low wages it
returned. Yet the Medalta strike demonstrates how traditional notions
about respectable femininity helped put women workers back in the
kitchen during the postwar years.

Differential treatment of women’s labour activism stemmed largely
from conflict between dominant middle-class notions of gender differ-
ence and the reality of inadequate and insecure working-class wages,
which made women’s role essential in the “male” domain of paid work.
This conflict generated an expectation that women would not be mili-
tant,which limited the publicimpactof their personalstrength, solidarity,
and effectiveness in job actions. The emphasis on gender difference also
served to reinforce, rather than challenge, women’s inferior statusas wage
earners. Finally, an emphasis on male ignorance and female innocence
made Medalta workers an easy target for allegations of insidious com-
munist influence. Theseallegations cultivated a political climate hostile
to organized labour, which helped make possible “draconian” revisions
to Alberta’s labour laws in the months following the Medalta strike.” For
all of these reasons the Medalta strike sheds light on a crucial, formative
period in Alberta labour history, an era that established the legal and
ideological framework for labour relations that endures in the province
today.’

This study examines how the interplay of class, gender, and notions
about whiteness shaped the pottery workforce and the organization of
work and wages, as well as the course of the Medalta Potteries strike.
Viewed through the prismof classand gender, public portrayals of worker
militancy are seen more clearly as a major factor in the erosion of broad-
based support for worker activism. A public offended by the apparently
brutish behaviour of male workers and unwilling to examine the impli-
cations of women workers’ involvement more easily dismissed reasonable

demands for higher wages.
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Contemporary accounts of the Medalta strike, as well as the only
scholarly study to date, portray it as an event manufactured primarily by
union leaders from outside the community who manipulated the pot-
tery workers.” The involvement of women workers is virtually ignored.
This current study is based on interviews I conducted from 2000 to 2001
with eight former Medalta workers, six of whom were women, as well as
my examination of photographs, company, union, court, and press rec-
ords. Although it is based on a small sample of workers who are not
representative of the workforce—all of them were young at the time of
the strike; six were teenagers—their narratives offer insight into the
classand gender politics of the strike. Collectively these sources suggest
there was a substantial core of militant workers at the pottery. They also
reveal that women, who constituted 42 per cent of the workforce, were
well represented within this militant coreand played an important role
on the picket line and at union events.®

The Medalta strike was part of a wave of labour unrest that swept the
country in 1946 and 1947.° Canadian workers, buoyed by a new sense of
entitlement stemming from wartime sacrifices, fought to hold onto the
gains made possible by wartime labour shortages and postwar economic
expansion. PC1003, a federal labour law that was Canada’s equivalent to
the American Wagner Act, was passed during the war in response to the
growing strength of the trade union movement. It gave Canadian work-
ers the right to organize and to bargain collectively.” Rapidly rising
inflation and fears of postwar unemployment intensified the efforts of
many workers to improve their position through union membership
and job action.

The determination of unions and workers to ensure that they cor-
neredashareof Alberta’sburgeoning wealth was matched by the right-wing
provincial government’s resolve to suppress labour unrest after the war.
Premier Ernest Manning’s belief in the values of individualism, self-suf-
ficiency,and free enterprise, rooted in his faith asan evangelical Christian,
made him suspicious of any form of collectivism.™ His antipathy toward
organized labour intensified after the Leduc oil strike in February 1947.

The explosion of economic development triggered by this major oil
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discovery aggravated the existing labour shortage and threatened to
strengthen thehand of organized labour in the province.” Eager to reassure
American oil investors of its ability to maintain labour peace and keep
wages low in the province, Manning’s government became even less sym-
pathetic to the concerns of workers.

Anational meatpackingstrikethat coincided with the Medalta strike,
shutting down major plants throughout the province, exacerbated Premier
Manning’s anxieties about worker unrest. The result was shrill govern-
ment denunciations of labour that had seismic effects for the pottery
workers.” On 18 October, five days after publicly urging all workers to cross
picket lines, Manning told a large audience that industrial production
in Canada was “being deliberately sabotaged by industrial and distrib-
uting combines and by those who deliberately are fomenting industrial
unrest in furtherance of those philosophies which make capital of dis-
tress.”"*Alberta PublicWorks Minister W. A. Fallow builton theconspiracy
theory by describing rank-and-file union members as “helpless men and
women browbeaten by a few.”*

It was within this climate of anti-communist hysteria and intense
suspicion that Medicine Hat Mayor William Rae attacked the union
leadership’s appeal for support, drawing on the same kind of rhetoric.
The mayor’s virulent attack, which was splashed across the local news-
paper, marked a crucial turning point in the strike.” It seems likely that
union leaders recognized a sea-change in the public’s perception of work-
ers and the strike. Within two days they ended the strike and workers
began returning to their jobs on the company’s terms.” Three weeks later
a slate of labour candidates, which included one of the jailed Medalta
workers, was defeated in a municipal election that attracted a record voter
turnout. Although nota complete rout—thelabour candidate for mayor
garnered 4o per cent of the votes cast—Ilabour’s lack of success in the
municipal election represented a major shift in the mood of the com-
munity from the first days of thesstrike.” Nevertheless, Mine Mill’s ability
to maintain enough supportamong Medalta workers to survive the dev-
astating 1947 strike despite this shift in public opinion demonstrates

strong grassroots labour activism in the factory during the immediate
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postwar years. The union was still advocating on behalf of workers a
year after the company went bankrupt in September 1954.”

Medicine Hat was a provincial hot spot for labour unrest in 1947.* Six
of the thirteen strikes that occurred in Alberta that year erupted in and
around the city, which was the fourth largest in the province.” The city
had an extensiveand diverse industrial base,and women were well repre-
sented in the city’s manufacturing sector, accounting for 23 per cent of
manufacturing wage earners provincially, compared to the provincial
average of 12 per cent.” The pottery factory, which had produced sturdy,
affordable crocks and everyday dishes since 1912, was a major player in
the local economy.” Workers struck over wages while struggling to sign
afirst contract several monthsafterbeingorganized by the International
Union of Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers.” Mine Mill had a proud his-
tory as a militant and progressive union that dated back to the turn of
the century when minerson both sides of the 49th parallel fought to improve
workers’ lives.” Mine Mill embraced industrial unionism long before this
concept became popular within the mainstream labour movement in the
late 1930s.* The union also had a history of organizing more diverseand
disadvantaged workforces.” In the 1940s it was one of the few unions in
Alberta to attempt to organize workplaces that employed women.

Medicine Hat was targeted by Mine Mill and other industrial unions
because of its status as a low-wage area of the province.” The collapse of
the region’s agricultural economy in the 1920s and ’30s because of intense
drought had forced those families that did not abandon their farms to
ekeout a marginal existence by relying on wage work in Medicine Hat.”
This generated a large pool of cheap labour for local factories. A wage
freeze during World War II had kept wages low at the pottery, despite
labour shortages generated by government contractsand military enlist-
ments.”” In 1947 it was difficult for even a skilled senior male worker to
support a family on his wages. Employee lists at the time of the strike
reveal that within a workforce of 250 people, thirty-eight families had
morethan one person workingat the pottery. Asformer worker Christine
Pocsik explained, “Families worked there. Let’s [look at] the Stickels—
Chris Stickel the Dad, he was the foreman, and the son and the daughter
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worked there so there was three of them bringing home money, bring-
ing home their cheques, and I'm sure that was probably a good living
then...There were a lot of young kids working there whose dad worked
there. That’s how a family survived.”*

Average wages in Medicine Hat were lower than in any other major
Alberta city. Within Medicine Hat, Medalta Potteries was notorious for
its low wage levels. The average weekly wage in the Canadian clay prod-
uctsindustryinig47was $34.91,and in Canadian manufacturingindustries
it was $35.66.% Information available is insufficient to determine an
average wage rate at the factory in 1947; however, management figures
released during the strike set the top wage rate at $33.60 per week for
malesand $21 per week for females paid on an hourly basis.” During the
strike, management and the union disagreed about the proportion of
workers whose earnings approached the top end of the rate schedule,
but it is clear that Medalta wages were well below the industry average.*
Medalta had a high incidence of minimum wage violations throughout
its history, particularly in the case of female workers.*

Working conditionsat the pottery were harsh. The main stages of the
manufacturing process were clay preparation and jiggering or slip cast-
ing to produce the pottery shapes, then decorating, glazing, kiln firing,
and finally checking and packing the finished ware for shipping. Many
of these stages involved heavy lifting and constant exposure to temper-
atureextremes,chokingdust,and chemical fumes. Back injuries, respiratory
problems, and one woman’s sensational partial scalping by a conveyor
belt pulley demonstrated the high physical price paid by many workers.*
There was no job security, split shifts operated without a wage differen-
tial, and when sales orders were strong a regular work week was the maxi-
mum set by law—forty-eight hours in 1947. Government inspectors
often found that work conditions at the factory did not meet legislated
standards.”

Many young, unmarried daughters from farm families were among
those seeking paid work in Medicine Hat because sons, rather than
daughters, usually inherited the family farm. It was also assumed that

women’s activities on the farm were limited to domestic work and farm
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choressuchas milking cowsand feeding the chickens. As Christine Pocsik
explained, it washerbrother who began running the farm when her father
left periodically to take paid work: “becauseIwasa girl I wasn’t mechan-
icalwiseoranything.Icouldn’t gooutand fix thingsif they brokedown.”*
These class-based understandings of masculinity and femininity helped
re-shape attitudes toward workers during the strike. They have been
traced to industrialization and the middle-class notion of the male
breadwinner as someone able to support and control his family and
household. Within the new industrial order, middle-class womanhood
was characterized by economic dependence, fragility, passivity, and
social subordination.”

Working-class women developed distinctive notions of femininity
that departed from the middle-class ideal. Several of the women who
had worked at Medalta expressed pride in their ability to perform heavy
liftingand maintain a high pace of work. Yet they spoke with distaste of
the dirt and dust associated with clay, and they had no desire to become
a jiggerman, the most highly paid job and filled exclusively by males
becauseitinvolved immersing your handsin clayallday. Engilena Kessler
was relieved to move from the trimming department, where her hands
were constantly dry and cracked from sponging the clay pieces, to decor-
ating,whereshe painted finished product.Allof thewomen interviewed,
even those who saw it as just a job, felt proud of their ability to support
themselves, even if it meant sharing a one-bedroom apartment with sev-
eral womenand sleeping onacouch in thekitchen.” What they did resent
was management’s lack of concern that they performed back-breaking
work for such low wages. Asked how women coped during the war when
they performed one of the heaviest jobs, moving pottery in and out of
the kiln using cement containers, Engilena Kessler said, “those saggers,
they were heavy. I don’t think girls should have been lifting those. Yeah,
I'thought that was asking a lot of staff.”*

Like working-class women in other historical contexts, the women
workersatMedaltahelda conceptof working-classfemininitythatembraced
hard physical labour and economicindependence, yet they often accepted

middle-class strictures for respectable behaviour. ** As a result, women
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workers tended to view their interests as continuous with men’s on the
assumption that in the future they would marryand leave the paid work-
forcefor the domesticsphere. Engilena Kessler, who was dating her future
husband—one of the strike leaders—at the time of the strike, felt male
workers were more entitled to higher wages than were women workers.
She remembered feeling critical of some women workers’ hostile atti-
tude toward management during the strike: “There were some women
who were very intense. Yes, very...I could relate to the men’s situation
more so because there was no room for advancement or for, you know,
they were beingunderpaid...because they were trying to establish homes.
Women in those days did not make up homes for themselves as they do
today. Women...relied more on their husbands to be the wage earner.””
Ironically, Kessler, like most of the women interviewed, continued to
work throughout her marriage, including the years when her two chil-
dren were young.” The influence of late twentieth-century feminism
and a lifetime of experience can be seen in the distinction Kessler drew
between the situation of women in 1947 and in 2000. Through the lens
of time, Kessler still saw women’s interests as continuous with men’s in
1947, but shefelt this was no longer the case.

Although Canadian working-class families had never had the luxury
of a “breadwinner wage,” this middle-class ideal became compelling for
male workers following World War IT when the right to organize and to
bargain collectively brought it within reach for the first time for many
male workers. The new legislation was framed by notions of rights and
freedoms that implicitly excluded women workers, who were viewed as
economically dependent temporary workers and were largely unorgan-
ized.*Yet the proportion of women in the paid labour force, particularly
married women, had increased dramatically to meet first wartime pro-
duction demands, then the needs of a booming postwar economy.* This
posed a serious threat to men’s privileged access to paid work, particu-
larly the ideal of a male breadwinner. As a result the postwar era was a
reactionary period duringwhich patriarchal gender roles were reinscribed
more firmly in the media and ambivalence toward women workers

intensified.”
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In the conservative postwar social climate, the traditional nuclear
family with a stay-at-home wife and mother was glorified and became
the template for social moresand social policy. Federal daycare nurseries
were closed. Federal income tax policy that had been changed during
the war to accommodate married women who worked was revised.”
Married women were barred from civil service jobs,and thenew unemploy-
ment insurancesystemimposed extrarequirementsonmarried women.”
Gendered minimum wage rates persisted, reflecting the assumption
that working women did not support a family while working men did.”
Similarly, gender-specificlifting and seating regulations designed to pro-
tect women’s reproductive capabilities reinforced the idea that women
were more fragile than men and that their primary role was to bear chil-
dren, not perform paid labour.”

In the Canadian West these class-based gender ideals were racialized
by Anglo-Canadians as part of an effort by whites to legitimize their claim
to the territory from which they had so recently displaced Aboriginal
peoples.” Those invested in whiteness cultivated racialand ethnicstereo-
types that contrasted the image of fragile, vulnerable Anglo white woman-
hood with images of aggressive Aboriginal and Amazonian “Galician”
womanhood. Distinctions of whiteness were used to assert the superior-
ity and dominance of the Anglo-Saxon elite over Aboriginal peoples and
the multitude of diverse immigrant groups that had arrived on the
Prairies in the early twentieth century.”

These racialized notions of gender difference, which reinforced the
middle-class ideal of amale breadwinner, were fostered by ethnic dynam-
icsat the pottery. In 1947 Medalta employed an almost exclusively white
workforceof mainly second-generation Northern and East-Central Euro-
pean immigrants.* Most of the men and women interviewed were from
families that had immigrated from German-speaking parts of Eastern
Europe, although one person was born in Hungary and the family of
another had immigrated from Norway. Former worker Engilena Kessler
estimated that roughly 75 per cent of Medalta workers were from a
German-speaking family in the late 1940s when she worked at the fac-

tory,and most of them spoke German.” Medaltamanagementandartisans
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were primarily of English, Scottish, or Anglo-Canadian origin, which were
still the predominant ethnicities of the elite in most Alberta commun-
ities in the 1940s.

German-speaking immigrants to Alberta, many of whom settled in
the Medicine Hat area around the turn of the twentieth century, were
easily assimilated because they were white, and they held similar cul-
tural values, includinga strong work ethic and patriarchal ideals rooted
in notions of gender difference.” Public hostility toward Germans dur-
ing the two world wars accelerated the assimilation process.” During
the war Medalta workers were forbidden to speak German to the German
pows who worked at the pottery.™ It is likely that their recent status as
“enemyaliens”alsointensified the conservatism of Medicine Hat’s German-
speaking residents and farmers, making them feel more vulnerable to
anti-communist red-baiting in the immediate postwar years.

Inasociety that privileged people of Anglo-Saxon heritage, the increas-
ing assimilation of German-speaking peoples by 1947 combined with
profound conservatism to foster ethnic affinity between workers and
management, which obscured class differences and mitigated anti-man-
agement hostility.” All but one of the workers I interviewed were born
in the Medicine Hatarea, and they tended to embrace the cultural values
and traditions of the British-dominated elite. Former worker Engilena
Kessler, who worked in the all-female art department, spoke glowingly
of her supervisor, English immigrant Tom Hulme, “the nicest man to
work for.” Kessler especially appreciated the English tradition of tea,
which Hulme would make and allow the women to drink at their tables
while they worked.® Even those workers who related bad experiences
with particular managers or foremen couched them in terms devoid of
ethnicslurs. Sipping tea in the art department may also have reinforced
in women workers the notion of inherent female difference that was
prized by the middle-class Anglo lite.

Comments by several former Medalta workers demonstrate the
process by which non-Anglo white workers reinforced gendered and
class-based notions of whiteness. In an interview, a male former pottery

worker of Russian-German descent denigrated the tall, strong build of
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oneof the few Métis women who worked at the pottery during the strike
with the comment she “wasbuilt likea big squaw.” Aresponse by another
former worker who was female, that this Métis woman “would punch
you right in the nose for [saying]| that,” implicitly contrasted images of
aggressive Aboriginal women and passive, diminutive white women.
In the same way, the male worker’s implied criticism of a Ukrainian
farmer for not working his “hefty” daughters in the fields reinforced a
code of white Anglo middle-class femininity by suggesting that their
size and strength made them unfeminine. While working on a thresh-
ing crew in the 1940s for the farmer, who had six children, including
four daughters, the former Medalta worker said, “The boys were out
helping, the daughters stayed and helped Mom cook, milked the cows,
did the chores while the men were out working. They weren’t allowed
to—well I off and asked my boss that, I said, ‘How come you don’t have
any women on this crew?’ and he said, “Well they couldn’t stand it,’ and
Isaid, “‘Well there’s some pretty big girls out there. They were hefty farm

»e1

girls, you know.”" The Ukrainian farmer’s refusal to acknowledge his
daughters’ physical strength can be seen as an effort to demonstrate their
conformity to the Anglo elite’s concept of femininity. In this context the
former Medalta worker’s comments suggest an attempt to stakea claim
to whiteness that was still tenuous for Albertans of Ukrainian heritage
in 1947. Their purchase on whiteness was not secure until the 1950s and
’60s, after more than a half-century of virulent nativist attacks by pro-
imperialist Anglo-Saxons on the Prairies.*” His disparaging comments
may also demonstrate the need to buttress a claim to whiteness by
German-speaking peoples who had only recently been viewed as enemy
aliens.

Comments by former workers about Aboriginal males centred on a
perceived difference between white and Aboriginal attitudes toward
work that helped justify their exclusion from the factory. As one male
worker explained, when asked why no Aboriginal or Métis males worked
at the pottery, “They were too damn lazy, that’s why.” The notion of the
degenerate Indian, who was physically and morally weak, reinforced

the social superiority of a white working-class masculinity for which
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harsh working conditions have been seen “asa challenge to masculinity,
rather than as an expression of the exploitation of capitalist relations of
production.”®

These class-based gender and racial stereotypes were used to legitim-
ize exclusive white access to more highly paid industrial jobs. During
World War II, women of colour gained access to higher paid industrial
work for the first time because of widespread labour shortages; how-
ever, they tended to beassigned the heaviestand dirtiest types of work.*
A Métis woman found that her first job at the pottery as a kiln worker
required that she lift the heavy cement saggers that held the pottery
pieces in the kiln and were often very hot—a job usually performed by
men. After the war, she attained a position in the decorating depart-
ment, which wasone of the most congenial areas in which to work.” The
fact that several former workers could quickly recall one of the few Métis
people who worked at Medalta, and no one could remember any other
visible minority workers at the plant, suggests that workers assumed a
white identity and marginalized those considered racial “others” in the
community. Racial or ethnic difference appeared to play a role in shap-
ingtheworkforce,and ithelped obscureclasslinesbetween management
and workers, but it was not a salient factor in the strike itself, likely
because the workforce was almost entirely white.*

The pottery industry hasalong tradition of employing women work-
ers that is linked to both cultural expectations about femininity and the
economic advantages of hiring women who could be paid much less
than men.” This tradition reinforced notions of gender difference in
ways that strengthened class cohesion but limited gender conscious-
ness. At Medalta Potteries the majority of tasks were determined by
gender, and most departments were either male or female, although
men nearly always supervised. Jobs to which men were given exclusive
access involved technical skill, the supervision of men, or were especially
heavy or dirty, such asloading pottery pieces into the kiln.* Women per-
formed the lighter, purportedly less skilled tasks, such as attaching
handles and spouts to cups and teapots, or trimming because their

“small and quick hands” were said to be more dexterous than men’s.”

Jailed Heroes and Kitchen Heroines 353






During the war women stepped into male jobs out of necessity, but by
1947 pre-war gender segregation had been re-established. In only a few
jobs did men and women actually work alongside each other perform-
ing the same tasks, such as glazing pottery pieces on the conveyor belt.”
Women in those jobs earned 68 per cent of the male wage on the eve of
the strike.”

Women were paid lower wages based on the cultural assumption
that they were temporary workers who were economically dependent
on a father or husband.” Middle-class cultural assumptions about
women’s inherent domesticity also limited women’s job alternatives to
domestic work and waitressing, which were not as well paid as factory
jobs.” These assumptions helped generate a steady supply of women
workers and made their employment profitable for Medalta Potteries,
particularly during the war when women performed “male” jobs at the
female rate. A postwar construction boom combined with strong indus-
trial and farm productivity in and around Medicine Hat to prevent
employers from laying off women workers as servicemen returned from
the war.™ Gender-specific wage rates and promotional opportunities
meant that there were only two wage categories for women workers at
the factory: “inexperienced” and “experienced.” A female worker was
hired at the “inexperienced” rate and after a certain period of time, usu-
ally three to six months, was awarded the “experienced” rate. No further
wage increases were structured into the rates for female employees. For
males there were three wage categories differentiated by skill and age
but not experience. “Juniors and apprentices” earned the lowest rate.
Once a male was over twenty-one years of age he was awarded the
“unskilled” rate. Only men could be awarded the “skilled” rate for par-
ticular jobs.” This gender-specific criteria for wage increases reflected
management’s assumption that male workers were committed to a
career because they supported a family, while women were supported by
either their father ora husband.

<FIGURE 14.1: Menweregiven exclusive access to jobs that involved technical skill, such
as Automatic Tunnel Kiln Operator, 1943. [Courtesy of Glenbow Archives M 5827/2]
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FIGURE 14.3: Menandwomen generally sat on opposite sides of the room during union
hall meetings. The average age of women in this audience is significantly lower than the
average age of men. A Mine Mill union meeting of Medalta Potteries workers at the Moose
Hall in Medicine Hat, after the strike, circa late 1940s. [Courtesy of Dorothy Beierbach]

The gendered segregation of work and gendered wage rates tended
to foster class solidarity and inhibit gender consciousness within the
Medalta Potteries workforce by preventing most women workers from
comparing themselves with their male co-workers. The women and men
interviewed who worked in a single-sex department accepted with no
difficulty the gender-based differential in wages and job opportunities
atthetime.Young,single women workingina gender-segregated depart-
ment, who often married a man they met at the factory, supported the
strike issue of higher wages, but they did not necessarily see their own
bestinterests served by the ideal of equal pay.Only one woman interviewed
did not work in a gender-segregated department, and she expressed the
most resentment about the wage discrepancy between men and women

workers. Rosetta Brosnikoff, who worked the conveyor belt in the glazing

<FIGURE 14.2: Womenworked on the conveyor belt attaching handles and spouts to cups
and teapots, or trimming because their “small and quick hands” were said to be more dexterous
than men’s. 1943. [Courtesy of Glenbow Archives M 5827/2]
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department a few years after the strike, said “That was one of the sore
points, because you worked side-by-side with a man and he got more
money than you did.””*

The combination of young, single women with a large number of
middle-aged, married men at the pottery seemed to fostera father-daugh-
ter relationship that further enhanced class cohesion but undermined
the equal status of womenas co-workers.” Clarence Sailer, astrikeleader,
had teenage children and a niece working at the pottery. His niece,
Dorothy Beierbach, was the most class-conscious person I interviewed
and was one of the eight women who pleaded guilty in connection with
the two most serious picket line incidents.” Within a conservative com-
munity that embraced patriarchal notions of authority and respect,
these filial bonds likely strengthened class solidarity.

A comment bya former woman workerabout use of the factory wash-
rooms suggests that the combination of young women and men of all
ages within the workforce also generated a latent sexual tension in the
workplace. The woman said only the women’s washroom was located
upstairs, requiring that women workers climba long flight of stairs located
in the open shop: “And of course it overlooked not only the area that we
worked in but it overlooked the area where they made crocks, and of
course this was all men, so every time you walked up that flight of stairs

21279

you knew that the men were looking at you.”” The men’s washroom was
on the main floor.

The filial tenor of relations between young women and older men
did much to preserve the respectability of workers within the factory by
neutralizing these sexual undertones to a large extent, but it comprom-
ised their status as equal partners in the struggle for better wages and
work conditions. Several women interviewed mentioned the helpfulness
and kindness of older men with whom they worked. Rosetta Brosnikoff,
who wasa member of the union executive whilesstill a teenager, remem-
bered with fondness theoldermen whowould ensurehersafety by walking
her home in the evening after union meetings.” Another worker said
she enjoyed working with her supervisor, Clarence Sailer, who took on a

protectiveroleby helping women workers whenever they needed ahand
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with lifting. Engilena Kessler boarded with her foreman, Chris Stickel,
and recalled being annoyed by Stickel’s insistence on a curfew at night
when she was dating her future husband.” In a different way, sexual
tension between young men and women workers, who often eventually
married, likely fostered a perception of young single women workers as
potential wives more than co-workers. Three of the six women I inter-
viewed married a man they met at Medalta Potteries.

These complex workplace, family, community, and union dynamics
coalesced to generate broad-based grass-roots support for Medalta work-
ers when thestrike broke. Ina government-supervised vote only months
before the strike, 200 of the 222 eligible pottery workers voted in favour
of certification under Mine Mill, and no votes were cast against it.” In
interviews, former workers reported that workers “came out in droves”
for union meetings during the months leading up to the strike.” Two
days before the walk out, in an unsupervised union vote, 98 per cent of
workers voted in favour of the job action.* When 213 workers walked off
the job on 12 August 1947, only eight workers remained on the job.

The mayorand the larger community of Medicine Hatalso expressed
substantial support for the job action in the belief that low industry
wages were hurting local businesses. A spontaneous parade by striking
workers through the city’s downtown core proceeded without harass-
ment by local police.” In the first weeks of the seventy-two-day strike,
Mayor William Rae tried to facilitate a settlement by arranging a meet-
ing with the two sides. City council approved a community tag day,
which allowed union members to raise $475.23 by soliciting citizens on
city streets.* A city alderman also spoke at the union’s well-attended
strike rally, which raised $214 in the first weeks of the labour action.”
Only a handful of people responded to Medalta advertisements for new
employees during the first month of the strike.”

There wasa perceptibleshift in attitudes toward the unionized work-
ers, however, as strike events unfolded. An unfounded allegation that
the union was not legally certified, harsh court rulings on minor picket
line disturbances, and a focus on male pickets helped project an image

of workers as unlawful, unreasonable, and violent, yet at the same time
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ignorant and naive. In the first days of the strike Medalta launched a
spurious civil action that claimed Mine Mill was not legally certified.”
This allegation dominated headlines during the strike. When the civil
claim was finally dealt with after the strike ended, the court found that
the government had used the wrong certification form because of new
legislation passed in the spring.” This legal manoeuvre put the union
on the defensive throughout the remainder of the strike. In particular,
Calgary Justice Clinton B. Ford’s severe interpretation of an injunction,
which made any picketing illegal, together with the allegation that the
union was not legally certified, cast workers and their union leaders in
the role of senseless outlaws.” Gender played an essential role in con-
structing this image. The middle-class assumption that working-class
men are inherently aggressive and that females are passive, vulnerable,
and economically dependent shaped the attitudes and actions of all par-
ties involved in the dispute.

The difference in the behaviour of men and women workers was less
significant than court charges, convictions, sentences, and press reports
would suggest. Indeed, previously unpublished court evidence, oral
interviews, and photographs all muddy the stark contrast conveyed in
contemporary reports. The number of women workers charged was only
slightly less than the number of men; however, there were significant
differences in the types of charges laid and in the way they were handled
by the pressand the courts.” Male workers were charged with more numer-
ousand more serious strike-related charges than thoselaid againstfemale
workers. Similarly, while the names of women charged were published
in the newspaper, their actions were never described, yet men’s were
sometimes described in great detail.

There is a remarkable disparity between accounts of strike-related
violence that occurred. The impression of lawlessness and violence con-
veyed by news reports and judicial remarks is at odds with what former
rank-and-file workersrelated in oral history interviews.” It is difficult to
assess how a filter of more than fifty years affected the memories of work-
ers.Ashiftin Alberta’s political cultureto theright,and the community’s
collective memory of thestrikeasan “embarrassment,” likely compromised

the willingness of former workers to acknowledge left-wing views held
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FIGURE 14.4: Womenworkers werewell represented in a march through the streets of
downtown Medicine Hat on the first day of the Medalta Potteries strike, 12 August 194.
[Courtesy of Hanna Osborne]

during the turbulent postwar years. The context of other evidence, how-
ever, and the consistency of their respective responses gives credence to
workertestimony thatallegations of violence were exaggerated.” Engilena
Kessler said workers were stunned by the jail sentences: “It was very
shocking...It waslike they picked six or seven or eight fellows out of this
group of 200 out there and said ‘“These are the guys that we're going...to
set an example [with|.’ It just blew me right out of the water and still to
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this day I don’t know what they were trying to prove.”* One male worker
who was jailed but who refused to be interviewed stated that he wasnot
on the picket lineat the time of the incidents.” One of the seven women
givena suspended sentence said sheappeared in court but never learned
what she was supposed to have done.

The fact that women were charged in numbers roughly equal to men
in the crucial court case suggests that women workers were well repre-

sented during these picket line disturbances. It also suggests that manage-
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ment, whichreported theincidents, sawwomen'’s presenceasan effective
force on the picket line and needed to make an example of them as well
as the men. The strength and effectiveness of women’s picket line pres-
enceisdemonstrated in courtaffidavits,oral interviews,and photographs.
Several women interviewed insisted that women participated “equally”
onthe picket line. Women were well represented in a series of picket line
photographs taken by former workers who were interviewed.” Court
questioning by the company lawyer in unpublished strike documents
reveals that management suspected “girls” of using sticks in the maul-
ingincidentand thatwomen workersactively helped obstruct individuals
and vehicles, including trucks and rail cars. “A bunch of girls” surrounded
the plant manager’s car and lined up to form a barricadeacross the road
during the mauling incident.”

The two most serious picket line incidents, which resulted in jail sen-
tences, involved very different levels of violence, but their handling by
the courts and the press conflated them in a way that exaggerated the
degree of violence and implicated all of the fifteen individuals involved
toasimilar degree. Although they occurred abouta week apart, newspa-
per accounts of the two incidents were published at the same time,
immediately after the second incident. Despite explicit detail in the press
report about the violence alleged, particular actions were not attributed
to individuals, so it is impossible to determine from the news reports
who did what.

The first incident was a minor case of property damage. It involved
obstruction of a truck that had crossed the picket line and was stopped
by strikers when it returned from the factory hauling pottery. Part of the
load wasdumped on theground and broken.” Threemenand onewoman,
Josie Longridge—who was married to the union’s international represen-
tative, WilliamLongridge—were charged with “watchingand besetting”
in connection with this incident for leading a group of workers who
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stopped the truck." The second incident, which involved personal injury,
was described by the newspaperasa “mauling.” According to press reports,
one male strike breaker was “kicked about the body after he was thrown

to the ground,” and four other male strike breakers were “pummelled
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by fists and sticks.” One man went to hospital and was released the next
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day."" It was also reported that strikers tried unsuccessfully to “drag”

several “girls” from the back of a manager’s carand called them “abusive
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and foul names.”*** Fifteen unionists, seven of whom were women, were

charged in the “mauling” incident. One man was charged with assault."”

The type of charges laid and press coverage implied that everyone
charged was equally involved in the most serious acts of violence, even
though only one man was charged with assault. The magistrate’s severe
words confirmed this interpretation. According to a press report, Gore-
Hickman asserted that “acts of assault committed by groups of persons
threw guilt on all taking part, whether they were the actual ones who
committed the act or not. Should murder result every member was
guilty.

But the differential treatment of male and female pickets belied the
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magistrate’s stern words about equal guilt. Josie Longridge was the only
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woman picket charged in both incidents.”* Longridge was not a worker;
she was married to William Longridge, the prominent communist Mine
Mill leader. Significantly, her full name was never published in the news-
papernorrecorded in the court ledger; instead, she wasalways described
as “Mrs. William Longridge.” It was through oral interviews that I
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learned her first name.'” The authorities’ refusal to use Josie’s first name
emphasized her identity as a married woman and made her actions the
responsibility of her husband rather than a reflection of her own beliefs
and political activism. Her husband’s status as a prominent communist
union leader in the province reinforced this emphasis.

Themagistrate’s decision to ignore even theactionsof a mature woman
also reveals theanxieties of maleauthorities. The magistrate was unable
to take women’s militancy seriously, because to do so would have risked
emasculating male management and policeand could have casthimasa
bully in the eyes of the community. Takinga lenient stance instead made
the judiciary appear chivalrous and paternalistic, and it reinforced the
notion of essential gender differences and patriarchal power on which
postwar Canadian society was structured. Gore-Hickman’s comments

that he “hesitated to send young women to jail” demonstrated his refusal
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to acknowledge that women workers were capable of militant behav-
iour. Courtroom lenience toward women that is construed in chivalric
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terms serves the needs of a male judiciary."” The distinction between male
and female workers, which convinced Gore-Hickman to send the men to
jail,also undermined the reality and legitimacy of committed and effec-
tivewomen picketers; this differential treatmentalso served to underscore
that only men were the real workers, buttressing their privileged claim
to paid work.

Significantly, defence lawyer A.Y. Spivack also asked for the lenience
of the court “in the case of the female workers, the majority being 17 or
18 yearsof age,” although he did not request lenience for any of the men,
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one of whom was eighteen.'” The lawyer’s request reveals a fundamen-
talambivalence toward women workers within the male union leadership.
Mine Mill encouraged women’s involvement in the union and on the
picket line, and it strove to address their particular needs. Yet in this
instance the union lawyer chose not to promote an image of militant
women workers who stood shoulder-to-shoulder with their male co-
workers in labour activism to secure fair wages and conditions. Instead,
he affirmed working women'’s respectability according to conventional,
primarily middle-class norms of passive and vulnerable femininity.
Pervasive middle-class notions of femininity helped cast women work-
ers’ militancy in a negative light, which undermined their effectiveness
during the strike and eroded their claim to equal wages. Militancy jeop-
ardized women workers’ claim to respectability, which hinged on their
ability to conform to middle-class gender norms held by the police, the
judiciary, and journalists. This factor made some women unwilling to
act militantly. Perhaps moreimportantly, powerful gender norms reduced
the effectiveness of female militancy that did occur. As Joy Parr has dem-
onstrated, these norms could bring “neighbourly wrath” upon women
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workers who were militant.”” In Medicine Hat, gender norms prompted
newspapers, employers, the state, and unions to ignore or downplay the
militancy of women workers. In both cases the legitimacy and strength
of the labour movement was weakened in the eyes of the public.
Organized labour’sadherence to middle-class gender norms was con-

flicted, particularly within progressive left-wing unions like Mine Mill,
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which upheld democratic and egalitarian ideals. The predominant con-
cern of all industrial unions in the 1940s was to secure unskilled male
workers steady work ata wageadequate to supporta family—something
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onlyskilled craftsmen had been able to attain in the past.”*The presence
of women in a bargaining unit created ambivalence and contradictions
as unions tried to improve the situation of women workers within a
patriarchal paradigm. Internal struggles over whether or not contrac-
tualseniority rights should give women access to male jobs,and pressure
exerted by male workers on married women to give up their jobsto men,
demonstrate some of the conflicts created by privileging male workers.™

Viewed as daughters or potential wives more than workers by their
male co-workers and union leaders, women were treated as more fragile
and less capable on the picket line than men. Engilena Kessler said
women participated equally on the picket line, but only men took the
leadership role within teams of pickets: “every group had aleaderand it
was always the men that were the leader of the group. Maybe it was for
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protection.Idon’t know.”"” When women workers’ actions forced them
into public consciousness, there was an emphasis on their vulnerability,
which was clear in the crucial court case. The union also capitalized on
perceptions of female vulnerability by giving young women workers a
prominent role in its public appeals for support. Two young women
workers were appointed to solicit donations during a whirlwind fund-
raising tour of mining communities in the Crowsnest Pass during the
strike. An impassioned speech by a teenage woman worker at the fund-
raising rally held in the first weeks of the strike elicited strong support
within the community. The particular appeal of “girl workers” was also
implied in a letter from an official of the United Mine Workers of
America based in a small town in the Crowsnest Pass and directed to the
striking Medalta workers. Encouraging them to hold a tag day fund-
raiser in Blairmore, he wrote, “If girl workers were selected for this work
I feel sure the result would be worthwhile.”"* The care with which the
two women dressed for the occasion, despite their low wages, suggests
that the women did not see themselves as victims but felt a pride in their
appearance, grounded in their confidence and self-worth as wage-earn-

ers. The image of women workers as vulnerable and in need of male
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FIGURE 14.6: Awoman picketer holds a sign saying “We Demand No Discrimination,
Equal Pay for Equal Work” on the first day of the Medalta Potteries strike, 12 August 1947.
[Courtesy of Hanna Osborne]

protection reinforced the notion that they were economic dependants,
which madetheirneedssecondary tomen’s. Thisself-imagehelps explain
theirattitude toward the issue of equal pay for equal work, which photo-
graphs and news accounts suggest was raised to some extent during the
strike. None of the women or men interviewed remembered anything
about theissueof equal pay, even though one woman had taken two photo-
graphs of women workers holdinga picket sign stating “We Demand No
Discrimination, Equal Pay for Equal Work.” Given that the workers
interviewed were very young at the time of the strike—most were teen-

agers—attempts to improve women’s wages relative to men’s may not

<FIGURE 14.5: Mabel Cranmer (née Degg) (left) and Dorothy Beierbach (née Sailer) pose
during thetr fund-raising tour of mining communities in the Crowsnest Pass, 29 September
1947. Thewomen’s careful grooming in comparison with their regular work wear (see Figure
14.6) signals a working-class respectability derived from their dignity and self-respect as self-
§ upportmg Wage-earners. [Courtesy of Dorothy Beierbach]
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FIGURE 14.7: This union bulletin was published during the first weeks after Mine Mill
was certified at Medalta Potteries. The depiction of women workers as equals with men in the
graphics appears to be linked to a vecruitment drive targeting women workers.

[Courtesy of University of British Columbia Archives, “Union Bulletin” circaJune 1947, Box 128, File 25, Mine Mill, UBC]

have seemed relevant. Such attempts would haveappealed most toolder
women workers, or to those who had some work experience. The union
also initially demanded a wage increase of 33 per cent for women and
only 21 per cent for men. In its first wage concession during the strike,
however, Mine Mill reduced its wage demand to 12 per cent across the
board, which effectively widened the gendered wage gap. This evidence

suggests that the demand for equal pay for women may have been a
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FIGURE 14.8: Graphics in two union bulletins issued during the first wecks of the strike
reinforced the notion that workers were male and women'’s vole was primarily domestic.
[Courtesy of University of British Columbia Archives, “Strike Bulletin” 14 August and 3 September 1947, Box 128, File 25,
Mine Mill, UBC|

recruitment strategy promoted by union leaders more than a grassroots
movement grounded in an egalitarian vision of male and female work-
ers. A union bulletin depicting women workers as the strong, capable
equals of men also suggests that the issue of equal pay was primarily a
strategicissue raised by the union. The high proportion of women work-
ersat Medalta (42 per cent) would have made equal pay advantageous to

men whose jobs could be threatened by lower-paid female workers."™
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Tabling an offer that sacrificed women’s wages tacitly reinforced the
belief that male workers’ wages were more important than women'’s. Not-
withstanding the recruitment bulletin, an underlying view of women
workers as secondary in importance to men dominates the images and
rhetoric in union literature. Women were either erased by the assump-
tion that all workers were male or, particularly in strike bulletins, they
were portrayed in a domestic role. Combative union rhetoricabout “fight-
ing” the boss implicitly excluded women, whose respectability hinged
on their ability to conform to conventional norms of femininity that
could be jeopardized by militant female behaviour. Similarly, talk of
“rights” excluded women workers who were not accorded the same
entitlement to paid work and a self-supporting wage that men enjoyed
in the immediate postwar years when returning war veterans and male
breadwinners had priority in the job market.™

A “Welcome Home Reception and Supper” organized by the union
forthe“Seven Labour Heroes” when they returned from jail after thestrike
had ended confirmed the differential status of male and female workers.
Being sent to jail signaled the men’s status as true workers, something
that was denied the women who had been charged alongside them. The
event was used by the union to counter the image of male workers as
lawless and dangerous by portraying them as honest, respectable bread-
winners. According to press coverage of the dinner, one jailed worker said
defiantly, “We are not ashamed of our crime and punishment.” Another
speaker commented on the irony of calling Canadians “gloriousand free...
when men can be confined to jail for defending their rights and their
bread and butter livelihood.”"*

The role of women workers, who had been charged in equal numbers
and who participated fully on the picket line, was ignored at a reception
for “labourheroes” that focused exclusively on the jailed men. Oral inter-
views and photographs reveal that many women workers, including
some of those charged, joined the wives of male workers and union offi-
cialsin thekitchen to organize and prepare the banquet of home-cooked
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fare for the reception supper.”” The local newspaper’s extravagant detail

about the banquet menu—noting everything from the “celery, olives,
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FIGURE 14.9: Back to the kitchen—Women workers, as well as the wives of male workers
and union officials, prepared the banquet for the seven labour heroes during the Welcome
Home Reception and Dinner held at the Moose Hall in Medicine Hat, 6 November 1947. From
left to right, Selma Stickel, Josic Longridge (marvied to union leader William Longridge),
Dorothy Beierbach, and Ruth Sandau. The other two women have not been identified.

[Courtesy of Dorothy Beierbach]

relishes, sliced tomatoes, hot rolls, baked ham, mashed potatoes, gravy,
peas and carrots mixed” to the “ice cream, assorted cake, tea and cof-
fee”—wastheonly record of publicacknowledgement the women workers
received.™

Placing women workers at the labour heroes’ table was not an option
in 1947—it would have risked casting them as harlots, the most widely
understood role for working-class women in public at the time. Their
retreat to the kitchen placed them in the conventional and respectable
role of dutiful daughters and helpmates. Although theirs was the first
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generation of working-class women in Canada to remain employed in
significant numbers after marriage, it was not until the 1960s and ’7o0s,
when their daughters came of age, that women began to claim a legiti-
mate place as equals in the paid labour force.

The court sentences and the labour heroes’” dinner demonstrate a
profound ambivalence toward women workers that influenced the out-
come of the Medalta strike and the strength of the labour movement in
the postwar era. Gendered understandings of male and female workers
fostered exaggeration of male workers’ behaviour, which compromised
their respectability. These understandings also undercut the publicimpact
of women workers’ solidarity and militancy. The legitimacy of Medalta
workers’ reasonable demands for higher wages was more easily dismissed
by a public offended at the apparently brutish behaviour of male work-
ersand alarmed by communist allegations. Gendered interpretations of
workers’ actions helped deal a devastating blow to initially broad-based
public support for Medalta workers and created an eerie silence about
the activism of women workers, which helped put them back in the

kitchen figuratively and, to some extent, literally for two decades.
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SECTION SEVEN

TEACHING BORDERS

THE CHALLENGES of writing comparative and borderlands histor-
ies of the North American West that include women are, if anything,
even tougher when it comes to teaching those histories. Anyone who teaches
western history must confront the ongoing male-centredness of the
region’snarratives. Trying to incorporateacomparativeapproach involves
having to confront the nation-centredness of the narratives and histori-
ography. Adding gender into the mix can seem almost impossible. These
two articles show how two experienced teachers, one based in England
and one in Montana, have risen to these and other challenges.

Margaret Walsh, who teaches at the University of Nottingham in
England, highlights the obstacles and opportunities of teaching the his-
tory of women in the Canadian and U.S. Wests outside of North America
to non-North American students. Her students have little exposure to
comparative history, little knowledge of the North American West, and
whatever knowledge they might bring into the classroom is likely to
have been informed by American popular images of its West. This may

sound daunting to many, but Walsh sees it as an advantage in that a
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more “symmetrical template is possible” when the whole classisapproach-
inga topicas outsiders.

It may be fortunate to have this advantage, as Walsh describes the
daunting questions such a course poses. On what grounds can the two
Wests be compared, and how can gender be incorporated at a fundamen-
tallevel? How canonebringtogether twoverydifferenthistoriographical
and theoretical trajectories? Walsh offers useful strategies and themes to
frame the course and the questions it must address about the two Wests
and about how gender has operated, historically, in both.

Mary Murphy teaches at Montana State University in Bozeman and,
therefore, faces a different challenge, because she and her students are
“insiders” to at least one part of the course content. This isan advantage
in her classroom because her students can bring their own relevant
family histories into the room, even if the downside is that “the myths of
the West as created in the late 19th and early 2oth centuries arealiveand
well and wreaking havoc every day.” Unlike Walsh, Murphy must begin
by tackling persistent male-centred and jingoistic myths about both
Wests before students can imagine women at the centres of western hist-
oriesand probe the similarities and differences of women’s lives on both
sides of the border. Murphy offers a conceptual structure of organizing
the course around two axes: the apt and useful metaphors of longitude
and latitude. The “longitudes” of her course focus on the economic, legal,
and political “commonalities of women’s experiencesacross the border.”
The “latitudes” focus on “how, despite the commonalities of geography,
of women’s biology, and of a dominant Anglo culture, women’s lives in
the American and Canadian Wests differed because of the structureand
policies of the two nation states,” including crucial legal differences in
access to land, definitions of race,and treatment of racial ethnic minorities.

Both Walsh and Murphy offer strategies to teach critical thinking.
The comparisons of two national histories, two Wests, and of how being
male or female mattered, combine to invite new insights into the sig-
nificance of nations and the significance of gender.

Walsh and Murphy teach through the border in two key ways: they
use the border as a teaching tool while highlighting its permeability.
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The challenges of teaching a gendered and comparative history of the
North American West thus have a significant payoff, deconstructing
Western myths, making it easier to incorporate non-traditional elements
into thefamiliar narratives,and demonstrating simultaneously how much
and how littlea border can matter.

Walsh’sand Murphy’s classroomsarean apt metaphor, too, with which
to conclude this volume, posing as they do the challenges of teaching
simultaneously the boundaries of difference that must be respected and
the borders of social inequalities that remain to be bridged. The histor-
iesof women inallourWests clarify the dual meaningsof borders—those
that protect, and those that exclude. This volume, we hope, takes us one
step over the lines that have erected the borders of privilege and exclu-

sion in our histories, our classrooms, in our Wests.
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GENDERED STEPS THE BORDER

Teaching the History of Women in the American and Canadian Wests

MARGARET WALSH

THE HISTORY of the American and Canadian Wests has a long but
rather thin and piecemeal pedigree. Occasional articles and books bor-
rowing each other’s theories or ideas trickle through the publications of
both countries’ western history. Similarly, case studies sometimes cross
the border in a specific location or focus on a particular trans-border
theme." But the comparative mode, or combined Canadian-American
approach, has been and remains elusive, unlike that of its counterpart in
the Southwest.” There is a growing interest in the Mexican-American
border and the impact of both countries on each other’s past develop-
ment. That contested area has frequently been viewed and discussed asa
difference between whites and non-whites and between Anglos and
Hispanics,whetherintermsof language, politics,or culture.The Canadian-
American boundary offers less visible and less threatening dimensions.
Americans do not seem to be concerned abouta foreign presence to their

north, perhaps because it has been predominantly white and English-
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speaking, perhaps because there has not been a major migration south
into their heartland, and perhaps because they dominate their northern
neighbour economically. Canadians, most of whom live near the lengthy
international boundary, have tended to view the overwhelming force of
the American presence from a position of economic inequality and have
preferred to be perceived as a separate cultural entity rather than asan
inferior or Americanized adjunct.’

Teaching the comparative history of two neighbours who havea con-
siderable amount in common physically and share some cultural affili-
ations, but few institutional links, has proved difficult as much because
of their different historical traditions as for the unavailability of source
materials. In fashioning a course that facilitates an understanding of two
societiesat the same time as being educationally fulfilling, the main chal-
lengehasbeen tofind reasoned grounds on which to comparethesocieties.
Initially some framework was needed to enable individual stories and
themes to add up to a unit that was accessible to students. Perhaps the
edge of the picture need not be rigid, but it must be functional and be
capableof taking on some recognizable identity. A handful of historians
havealready pioneered the comparative approach, and their work offers
some potential models, but their dialogues are in part dependent on
selections of two sets of texts that have not been directed toward com-
parative history and thus leave much to the imagination.*

Incorporating gender into, or, better still, engendering such a com-
parativeunithasbeen much moredemandingbecause thenewerhistorical
materials on women must be integrated with the older materials that
claimed to be history but were actually His story. In the past quarter cen-
tury women have certainly been portrayed on theirownaccountas dynamic
persons and are no longer ignored or marginalized. Yet they need to be
placed in a symmetrical relationship with men. So far few books and arti-
cles on comparative western history are written with reference to both
women and men.’ Only for a few themes, like fur trading and farming,
has gendering teaching become more viableas outstanding research has
been accomplished and has changed the face of western history. Other

themes have proved to be so demanding or lacking in new research that
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traditional trajectories must be used because of practical difficulties
finding evidence. Though the infamous counterfactual approach can
offer some interesting speculative insights into the history that might
be produced when gendered theoretical approaches have been worked
outand research undertaken, the practical offerings and suggestions that
can bemade remain limited. Itis thus important to retain clearly defined
concepts of masculinity and femininity throughout a module. By per-
sistently asking what was important for women and for men, and what
difference did it make to experience western endeavoursasa femaleora
male, module participants can be prompted to consider the existing
written, visual,and oral evidence from two perspectives and then to come
to a human viewpoint.

If teachinga comparative Canadian-American modulein North America
isunusual, then it is extraordinary in the United Kingdom.* Such a mod-
ule,however,offersgreat potential for creatingframeworksand discussing
themes and ideas. Undergraduates start with little background and
with access to limited resources, even given easy access to relevant web-
sites. They may well know about the myths and images of the West from
the media and literature, but this romantic West is much more likely to
be American than Canadian. They are unlikely to have a solid factual
grounding in western history. Furthermore, because all participantsare
outsiders “looking in,” they are detached from and are unrestrained by
theacademiccultures of either American or Canadian historians.Indeed
they are likely to be critical of both traditions. So a new or a symmetrical
template is possible.

Suchatemplatemustaddressthetraditional male-focussed and roman-
tic picture that has been spread in both the media and in the older
western histories. Comparative analysis is an effective tool for decon-
structingsuchlegends. Both countrieshave created myths from historical
events, but the heroes and images are different in subject matter and in
method of treatment. By putting together such heroes as American cow-
boys and Canadian Northwest Mounted Police, or George Armstrong
Custer and Louis David Riel, or by comparing American literary notions

of the Great American Desert with Canadian literary views of the nor-
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thern wilderness, students learn to analyse how, why, and for whom
history has been constructed.” As the majority of North American roman-
tic heroes are male, a greater awareness of masculinity is immediately
visible. Such constructions of raw masculinity increasingly appear naive
because of the absence of any female presence let alone any female con-
tribution.” Asking students to examine existing romantic and male-
dominant visions, aided by some of the tools of literary criticism and by
cultural approaches to history, has proved to be a valuable device for
making history both more realisticand genderaware. Students then not
only have the opportunity to question how history is written, but also
why recognizing femininity as a social construct or discussing the female
absence/presence is needed to make western history realistic.

Before considering any imagery, it is essential to establish the param-
eters and nature of the North American West. There may well be a
geographical entity that is separated behaviourally and nationally by
the 49th parallel, but for historians in both countries there are many
Wests. In Canada the West can be considered to be that part of the nation
west of Ontario that was accumulated after the British established the
Dominion of Canada in 1867. This consisted of Rupert’s Land or the
Hudson’s Bay Company Territory, comprising the Hudson’s Bay drainage
basin, and the North Western Territory, comprising the unappropriated
crown lands of the Arctic drainage basin, lands that the British formally
handed to the new Canadian federation in 1869. It also included British
Columbia, which came into the Confederation in 1871. Even from its
early years this West has been separated into what became the Prairie
provinces and British Columbia. Both of these Canadian regions have in
turn had little to do with the North. Thatarea, consisting of the Northwest
Territories and, more recently, Nunavut, are located above the Prairie
provincesof [Manitoba],Saskatchewan,and Alberta, while Yukon Territory
“tops” British Columbia. Froman international perspective, the Territories
are as “western” as the provinces, but Canadian historians frequently
write about a tripartite division and separate identities.”

Yet this geographical division of the Canadian West has not proved to

be as problematic for comparative purposes as have the strident con-
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frontations of American historians discussing their West or their Wests.
For some seventy-five years the Frontier Thesis of Frederick Jackson
Turner dominated teaching and research, pointing to the West as a
national experience. Atone time in itshistory the entire nation had been
partof the West. ForTurner the West was also a character-forming experi-
enceand a positiveachievement. Europeans or Euro-Americans migrated
across the continent from the Atlantic to the Pacific coast, building a
modern democracy from wild nature.” More recently, New Western his-
torians have claimed that the West isa region withalongand continuous
history.Itisthat part of the United States that lies west of the Mississippi
River, but for some historians it may be west of the Missouri River or
perhaps the hundredth meridian. Usually the region stretches to the
Pacific Ocean, but on occasions it also includes the geographically dis-
crete states of Alaska to the north and Hawai'i in the Pacific Ocean. Yet
for other western American historians, the Rocky Mountains more clearly
divide the western prairies and plains from the coastal areas into two
regions.” When outsiders examine the disputes on both sides of the bor-
der, it makes more sense to recognize the diverse methodological and
geographical debates about thelocation of the various Wests and then to
superimpose a much larger map that facilitates discussions of a West
with flexible boundaries. Thereafter these boundaries or concepts can
be determined by the thematic topics being examined.

Students, however, need some existing framework with which to start
organizing and interpreting the larger and more flexible area. Taking
the United Statesasastarting point, Europeanshave the choice of Turner’s
Frontier Thesis, which has been applied, albeit erratically, north across
the border. Or they can adopt one of the various approaches of the New
Western historians. Practitioners like Patricia Limerick, Richard White,
and Donald Worster have fragmented and rejected any canon for the
lands below the 49th parallel. Within the New West as region, neo-
imperialists sit side by side with environmentalists, who contest with
social historians and those who prefer to considera capitalistic exploita-
tion of a boom and slump nature. More recently still, a newer meaning

for American western history involving the common story of the
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frontier-to-region process has been suggested in what might be called a
greater West."”

In Canada students can also select from differing frameworks for
examining their West. The staples thesis of political economist Harold
Innis examines Canadian developmentand the expansion of financeand
capital in a westward direction in terms of mercantile ties with Europe.
His work offered an approach that was popular for many years in the
early and mid-twentieth century. It was replaced by historian Maurice
Careless’s interpretation of metropolitanism thatalso connects the links
between coresand peripheries, but which incorporates major cities with
their class and ethnic patterns. Careless went beyond the pure environ-
mentalfactorstoadd values. Theliterary criticNorthrop Fryehaschallenged
both of these interpretations, however, by raising issues of Canadian
cultural identity. For Frye, every part of Canada is a separation with com-
munities isolated from one another in a “garrison mentality.” Historical
geographer Cole Harris has also talked about islands of settlement from
different parts of Europe and eastern Canada. These are discontinuous
islands forming a fragmented human structure that is bound together
economically by transport and communications and politically by prov-
incial status. More recently, western historian Gerald Freisen has suggested
that the Canadian West has a changing complexion. It has in the past
been the two region vision of the Prairiesand the Coast, but thishasbeen
replaced by a single economic and social experience. Yet within this sin-
gle West are four provinces, each with distinctive political lifeand identity.
Overall, however, these Canadian templates have had a much smaller
impact on traditional or recent western Canadian scholarship than the
assorted American templates have had on western American scholarship.”
There is a welter of diverse options from which students can choose to
adopt or adapt in order to construct a comparative western approach.
Provided thatstudentsareawareof the originsand assumptions of these
views, they can apply them across the border and then use a gendered
lens emphasizing femininity and masculinity.

With the historical contexts discussed and a blank map to fill, the
themes to be considered should raise questions about similarities and

differences between the two Wests and the distinctive characteristics of
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western Canadians and Americans. The themes must also be gendered,
even within topics that are supposedly neutral. Focusing on the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, when the North American West
was occupied, settled, or invaded by European or Euro-American/Euro-
Canadian migrants, the range of themesor topics is extensive. Possibilities
include environment,land and itsavailability; peoples of the West, which
needs to be subdivided between pre-Euro contact and in-migrants;
western mobility, or transport and travel; making a living, which can be
subdivided between exploiting and protecting natural resources and
farming; and creating western communities, which include social net-
works like church and school, and institutional arrangements like law
enforcementand government. Clearly behavioural patternsare connected
to prior habits. There is a cultural continuity with family or ethnic
arrangements. Yet there isalso a response to a new geographical setting.
Government actions further shape western identities. Women and men
were frequently present together in the West, but they saw life from dif-
ferent viewpoints. Even when women were absent from some western
spaces, their very absence shaped a masculine character that requires
specific analysis.

To illustrate the potential of such a gendered North American mod-
ule, three themes will be used as case studies. Farming is examined first,
because is it accessible to comparative analysis through both women’s
and gendered history. The fur trade, though earlier in chronology, needs
to be discussed second, because the research input has been very differ-
ent on either side of the border. Fur trading has been studied in more
sophisticated gendered ways in Canada than in the United States. The
example set by Canadian historians has suggested gendered paths that
Americans have recently started to follow. Thirdly, law, order, and vio-
lence offers much scope for comparative discussion, but the historian
needs to understand and interpret myths as well as historical evidence.
In romantic stories and media visions, the heroes and villains are rarely
analyzed explicitly from gendered perspectives. The contrasts between
the three themes suggest what is currently possible and what might be
accomplished.
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The North American West was settled primarily by farmers. There
were relatively more of these in the Canadian prairies and the American
plains, though farming was also a significant occupation in the coastal
valleys across the mountains. The Pacific Coast states and the province
of British Columbia may well have urbanized because of port functions
and the extractive economy of minerals and lumber, but they still con-
tained farming communities. So too did the northern areas of Alaska
and the Canadian territories, though they were far fewer in numberand
importance. For traditional historians farming meant going west, whether
from eastern parts of Canadaor the United States or from Europe, squat-
tingonland,buyingitfrom governmentsorspeculators,orhomesteading
itforfrecorvery cheaply. Havingacquired land, male farmers then worked
hard to make a living, struggling against the elements, the machinery
manufacturers, financial intermediaries, and transport companies. If they
succeeded, theirs was a triumph of democratic capitalism in the United
States or imperial development in Canada. If they failed, they became
hired labourers either on farms or in urban enterprises to which they
migrated. This traditional narrative of farming, often told at the macro-
levelin terms of the growth of wheat, dairy, or cattle belts rarelymentioned
the contributions of women. Development, whetherat the farm unit size
or at the regional level, was assumed to be a product of male decision-
making and male endeavours. Women did not feature as partners and
workers. They were non-persons in that they did not vote and were sub-
ordinate to males, functioning as wife, mother, and housewife. Women
infrequently owned farms, and when they did they were constrained to
work within a male-dominated environment. The farmer’s West was
masculine territory.™

Women'’s history insisted on changing this perspective into one in
which women were not only important but were central to survival and
success. The female interpretation of pioneer farming in the North
American West frequentlyused thelensof personal experiences.Recovering
an abundance of information from personal letters, diaries, and farm
accounts, women have becomean essential part of any historical account

of farm operation. They fulfilled the triple function of domestic labour,
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barnyard work, and unpaid fieldwork. Rarely could a farm enterprise be
successful without female input. Both the productive and reproductive
functions of women in the home as wife, mother, and housewife were
essential for health, well-being, and future labour supply. The barnyard
work of raising and storing vegetables and looking after farm animals
notonly provided food year round, it contributed “butterand egg” money.
The cash sales of thisand other household produce could supporta farm
during difficult times or, in more prosperous years, were considered as
female perks available to purchase store goods. Women further contrib-
uted directly tofarm output in cerealsand cattle raising by doing outdoor
work, frequently at planting or harvesting times.” They were also sig-
nificant in the undervalued social processes of farming activities: as central
agentsin cultivating reciprocal relationships both on the farmand within
the rural community, farmwomen brokered both survival and success
with a form of moral capital and a process of neighbouring.™

There are two sets of lenses: the male (and possibly the macro view)
and thefemale (and possibly the micro view),and these need to intersect.
Occasionally they have been placed together within the same framework
when historians have discussed family ventures.” Then it has been pos-
sibleto raise gendered issues in a social history setting. Women’s domestic
roles and men’s outdoor labour were similar across the border. Indeed,
when specifically discussing American women, Glenda Riley has sug-
gested that the female farming frontier was morea repetitive experience
focused on domesticity than a question of different responses to geo-
graphical circumstances, as with men." But taking the generic problems
of acquiring capital, altering the landscape, finding machinery, and get-
ting cropstomarket, then men, too, faced similar problems. The differences
between many Americans and Canadians lay in particular geographies
and whether land was suitable to raise wheat, corn, livestock, or other
cereal and animal products. Other patterns become complicated by insti-
tutional arrangements and ethnic cultures. The most visible of these
differences has been the Canadian imperial and the American democratic
agendas. Though some historians would argue that both governments

had an affinity with the United Kingdom, one remained within the
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British Empire while the other rejected the British authority. But the
time-space matrix was also important in terms of technology. The avail-
ability of improving farm machinery and access to different modes of
transport influenced the potential for both family survival and success.
Thereare many ingredients that need a new gendered dimension.

So which fruitful comparative questions can be posed? Moving across
the political boundary between the Canadian prairies and the American
plains, it might beuseful to consider how pioneer farming families migrat-
ingtoAlbertaintheearly twentieth centuryfound that their experiences
differed from families who moved to Montana some quarter century
earlier. How did familiesacquire their farms? If they bought them rather
than homesteaded them, how did they raise the capital or acquire the
credit? What difference did it make to Canadians to have benefited from
the experience of their American counterparts? Did all farmers combine
subsistence with market approaches? How was the farm technology dif-
ferent in both countries? Did those living in Alberta have better and
cheaper access to rail transport than those living in Montana, and how
did they market their crops? Did ethnic affiliation make a significant
difference either to farming patterns or the social lives of families and
especially women? Or were Mennonites, for example, on both sides of
the border likely to run their farms in similar ways?*

Certainly therewere institutional differences in legislation thataffected
women. In the United States single women over the age of twenty-one
who were citizens or intending citizens could homestead or file for up to
160 acres of surveyed land in the public domain. In Canada the vast
majority of women were excluded by regulations from access to home-
steads available to any man over the age of eighteen. Only if she was the
head of a household could a woman earn title to 160 acres provided she
farmed this quarter section. Furthermore, married women in the West
had no claim to a share in their husband’s property. It was not until the
second decade of the twentieth century that individual Prairie provinces
passed laws to ensure that women were neither left homeless nor penni-
less.” Does such a difference mean that farmwomen north of the border

were more likely to be involved in political activism than their American
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counterparts? Or does it mean that they were acquiescent about their
statusand considered that they were part of a farming unit that was sub-
ject to impersonal market systems rather than beinga woman withouta
formal stake in the family enterprise? Many more questions could be
raised, but the answers may provide suggestions rather than a working
template for gendered comparative history.

Looking at an earlier example of western development in the shape
of the fur trade, two different historical traditions have developed on
either side of the border even though the border itself was not a hin-
drance to business for many years. French merchants and trappers may
have entered the fur trade using the St Lawrence waterway, but they
spread across the Canadian prairies, down the Mississippi River to the
Gulf Coastand up the Missouri River long before separate political iden-
tities were established. The British, in the shape of the Hudson’s Bay
Company, also crossed boundaries with impunity, and American fur
companies were not averse to trapping and trading north of the border,
whether in the Great Lakes region, the Rocky Mountains, or on the Pacific
Coast. Though the companies retained their national identities, they
did not worry whether their workers in the field were European or Native
Americans; they were more concerned with profits. But while traders
crossed boundaries, fur-trade historians have not often done so. If they
had they would have benefited from cross-cultural approaches and
methodologies.

Early studies of the fur trade tended to be company histories or biog-
raphies, using whatever archival materials were available. Historians of
the Canadian trade were able to take advantage of the massive records
kept by the Hudson’s Bay Company to examine the cautious behaviour
of the London-based operation. They also had access to the records of
the more flamboyant North West Company, whose French and Scottish
merchants worked from Montreal. American historians also wrote busi-
ness histories of major companies or their owners, like John Jacob Astor
and the American Fur Company, and Manuel Lisa and the Missouri Fur
Company.” Such histories were male capitalistic enterprises and were

viewed as such. But they also became the seat of adventurers, especially
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in the United States. Romance flourished when the Euro-American trap-
pers in the Rocky Mountains in the second and third decades of the
nineteenth century became “mountain men.” These trappers, who win-
tered in the mountains and exchanged their beaver catch for several days’
worth of drink, gambling, and sex, became the heroic figures of many a
“tall tale” and many traditional narratives. Masculinity oozed. The pic-
ture of the bearded trapper in buckskin leggings and fringed leather
jacket contributed to the stereotypical male-dominated west.” There was
no place for women in this triumphal wilderness where men were able
to commune with nature. Certainly there was the occasional mention of
a “squaw,” but the contributions of aboriginal women were apparently
irrelevant to the triumphal masculine romp.

Such women were anything but irrelevant in Canadian fur-trade his-
tory. When femalehistorians, educated by feminist studiesand equipped
with an awareness of multiculturalism, examined the archival records,
native women became a central and essential part of the long chain of
activities that constituted the fur business. They were intermediaries eco-
nomically,socially,and politically. Asworkersin thebusiness, they processed
furs and supplied provisions; as sexual partners they provided family
and kin for white tradersand helped to create a society of mixed bloods,
or Métis, who have handed down a distinctive legacy of cultural blend-
ing; as diplomats they negotiated trade relations with First Nationsand
acted as interpreters. Such revisionist history changed the face of the
Canadian fur trade by moving it away from the leadership of the com-
pany elite or the visions of popular heroes to the previously unknown
workers.It undermined the masculinity of fur trading by making women
central. Furthermore it examined the relationships between the women
who married “according to the custom of the country” and the incom-
ing white wives of the traders in terms of raceand community hierarchy.
Social tensions at fur-trading posts were an important part of life affect-
ing a range of activities. Though this centring of women has in turn
been criticized, it is now impossible to consider the Canadian fur trade
without recognizing gendered partnerships and integrating gender

considerations of femininity and masculinity into any discussion.”
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Historians of the American fur trade have been slow to follow the
gendered and multicultural example set by the Canadians some twenty
yearsago.” Sucha delay may stem froma variety of reasons. The American
fur trade was smaller and shorter than its Canadian counterpart, and
there has not been as much interest in or distinct identification of the
descendants of native-European unions in the United States. Very few
historians of American furtrading have been fully cognizant of the recent
trends in women’s and social history. Furthermore, New Western histor-
ians have set a different agenda for western history. It has remained for
historians of the Middle West and the Great Lakes region to rise to the
challenge. Here in the pays d’en haut, the French as well as the English
were involved in fur trading, and they retained similar patterns of behav-
iourtothosedeveloped north of the Great Lakes. But American historians
contemplating following the role model set by Canadian historians found
that they could drawon a different historical tradition. For theNewIndian
History had already recognized the extensive cultural contact that took
place between Euro-American incomers and Native Peoples. There wasa
tradeand cultural exchange process thatallowed different ethnic groups
to negotiate a relatively peaceful existence. Fur trade historians recog-
nized thisexchangebut placed much more emphasison therole of women
as cultural mediators and economic partners. As in Canada, native women
were central to fur-trading enterprises, and further research on other
American fur regions might be more inclusive and question the domin-
ant masculinity so prevalent in traditional histories.”

Canadian and American historians have both paid much attention to
issues of law and order and violence on both sides of and across their
border, and they have had to negotiate with myths, media, and popular
culture. The frequently used general concept, turned into a question
ratherthanadescriptionforthecomparative coursetaughtat the University
of Calgary, is that of Wild West/Mild West? The wildness of the American
west is an abstract ideal associated with a rugged freedom and mascu-
line strength. The mildness of the Canadian west takes on some aspects
of womanliness in being more orderly and relatively peaceful; it is often

featured as having little or no bloodshed between incoming whites and
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resident natives, unlike its neighbour to the south. The Canadian gov-
ernment negotiated seven numbered treaties with native peoplesbetween
1871and 1877 in which the aim was to compensate them for land cessions
and to assign them to reserves. Furthermore, disputes among Anglo-
Canadiansettlers,and later between Euro-Canadian settlersor migrants,
were resolved less aggressively because of the presence of the North West
Mounted Police as agents of the Ottawa government. Formed in 1873 to
keep the peaceand to regulate prairie society, the Mounted Police werea
disciplined and centralized organization with a flexible law enforcing
function. They were able to ensure stable community development in
the Prairies by being present prior to the settlement of the region and by
becoming an authority in many aspects of society. They were also able
maintain order during the Yukon gold rush, thereby offering a marked
contrast to the chaos and violence of gold and silver rushes south of the
border.” The Canadian West was perceived to bea safe place in large part
because of the heroic role of the men in red coats.

American interpreters of the West traditionally viewed their heritage
as one that was violent and bloody and often focused on land occupa-
tion, resource exploitation, and multiracial issues. Settlers moving west
stimulated regular guerrilla warfare between newcomers and natives,
interrupted by more formal or military warfare, usually undertaken by
the American army. The federal army and state militias often managed
relations with the natives, moving them westwards or onto reservations
either with considerable bloodshed or subdued by passive despair.” This
was masculine territory, and men were in charge. In disputes between
competing white settlers and between white settlers and “others,” like
Hispanics, Chinese, and African Americans, the quality of law and jus-
tice frequently depended on the local agents of enforcement, whether
sheriffs, marshals, judges, vigilantes, or particular mediators, like Texas
Rangers or Wells Fargo employees. But racism did not make for peaceful
relations. Even when white settlers argued among themselves, individ-
ualism, malleable law officers, the constitutional right to bear arms, and
the masculine code of “no duty to retreat” encouraged both violent con-

frontations and physical protests. The thousands of western movies pro-
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duced in Hollywood and elsewhere, and the numerous dime and pulp
novels, have only served to confirm a wild image and one that was most
definitely male-dominant and masculine in character.”

Recent interpretations of western law and order in Canada and the
United States have suggested moderating these long-standing inter-
pretations of mildand wild. From the Canadian viewpoint, someanalysts
suggest that the order was notalwaysas even-handed or as systematicas
earlier portrayed. Native peoples faced major difficulties under the
Treaty provisions, suffering froma policy of domination, malnutrition,
and starvation. While the Mounted Police served as military, police, and
civil officials for a generation after early settlement, they were unable to
systematically patrol, let alone manage, such a vast area as the entire
Canadian Northwest in the late nineteenth century. They certainly could
provide an effective force in specificareas at specific times; for example,
when their numbers were increased in the Yukon at the time of the gold
rush. Yet their presence was often thin on the ground when local dis-
putes emerged in the Prairies. Furthermore, they tended to use their
discretion when intervening or not intervening in disputes and taking
action against law-breakers. It would seem that the Mounted Police were
not as reliable and impartial as traditionally suggested. Nevertheless,
they did operate in a society in which respect for authority was more
ingrained and in which the use of firearms was less flagrant.” There was
both law and disorder in the Canadian West.

American historians might decide to come to a similar conclusion.
Some of these arealready suggesting that the western legal system offered
protection to settlers and produced no more violence than existed in
other parts of the United States. They argue that in newly settling com-
munities, whether urban or rural, misdemeanours were more prevalent
than serious crimes and that institutions providing order soon followed
the arrival of families. Certainly there remains a view that law did not
provide justice as seen within the well-established framework of “the
western war of incorporation,”and that injustice for the “others,” whether
sheep farmers, homesteaders, Mexican miners, or Chinese workers, led

both to vigilantism and rapid punishment.* But what is emerging from
8 pudp ging
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anew school of western legal historians is a call to ascertain more infor-
mation about the mechanics of the western legal systems rather than
continuing to deconstruct images of wildness. There are numerous lay-
ers of western legal history that have not yet been explored, and only
careful examination of specifics within issues, like the law of cattle drives
and the open range, law for Native Americans, water law, and mining
law, can bring better understanding of the ways in which the legal order
worked.” The relationship of violence to thisorder has complicated inter-
pretations of all American society because of the question of firearms. As
Americans claim the constitutional right to bear arms, the gun culture
argumentwillneither goawaynorbeeasily resolved, eitherin the American
West of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries or in American
society in general in the twenty-first century.

For all the long and sometimes acrimonious discussions of mild and
wild Wests, very little progress has been made with raising gendered con-
cerns. It seems to matter little where the West is or when it is analyzed.
The relative scarcity of women in non-agricultural settlements has given
law and order a masculine dominance, often in connection with alcohol,
gambling, and brawling. Some women were featured in this masculine
interpretation because they were prostitutes who broke thelawand flouted
the conventions of respectable femininity. Yet often these workers were
tolerated, suggesting that masculine interpretation of the law was flex-
ible. Though tolerated, little is yet known about the sexual harassment
of or violent behaviour suffered by such sex-industry workers on either
side of the border. In farming settlements where there was less likely to
be a sexual imbalance there is little discussion about women’s personal
safety and their legal rights. Certainly there have been some idealistic
notions about codes of male chivalry implying protection, and women
themselves have been viewed as civilizers because of their domestic func-
tions, but very little work has been done to ascertain the veracity of such
prescriptions. Furthermore, little is known about domestic violenceand
theincarceration of women in mental asylums. It would seem that women
were treated differently from men, and this treatment may have left

them vulnerable as much as protected.” The traditional clarion call of
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“missing from history” still applies to most attempts to give women a
placeinlegal issues, letalonean equal treatment. As such, the framework
for any gendered class discussion continues to be masculine. But such a
discussion should not remain unchallenged. It may take much more work
on gender, law, and justice on both sides of the border to answer specific
questions, but at least the questions can be raised.

Some of the ideas advanced and the problems raised in connection
with these three themes of farming, fur trading, and law and order may
suggest that speculationsitsside by side with historical research. Teaching
a comparative module is sufficiently complex without insisting that
gender relations and gendered issues be raised and discussed for each
analytical theme.” But without at least attempting the framework and
choosing the ingredients, both students and historians will not know
which questions to ask and what kind of evidence must be recovered
to advance an understanding of the gendered past. It may be necessary
to wait for much more local research to be undertaken in the western
American statesand western Canadian provinces before viablesyntheses
will beaccepted. But teaching is about provoking ideas and new strands
of thought as well as about giving factual information and discussing
cultural values. Working with what is available in a variety of sources
and raising questions can provide an understanding of what gendered

comparative history should be.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

The original version of this paper was given at the conference “Unsettled Pasts: Reconceiving
the West through Women’s History,” University of Calgary, 13—16 June 2002.1 was able to
attend this conference thanks to a travel award from the British Academy and financial sup-
port from the University of Nottingham. The paper has been revised in the light of comments
made at the conference, from listening to and reading the paper of my co-presenter, Mary
Murphy, “Latitudes and Longitudes: Teaching the History of Women in the United States and
Canadian Wests,” and from editorial suggestions. My original ideas have been greatly
improved through teaching my final year module, The North American West: Com parative
American and Canadian Histories, in subsequent years. I have learned more about compara-
tive history, its strengths and its pitfalls, from preparing the module and from interacting
with students than Icould have imagined. The insistence that all classes, coursework, and the

examination paper be as fully comparative as sources would allow has facilitated profitable
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insights. Though all involved were challenged, the end results were rewarding both in terms

of the comparative method and gendered possibilities.

NOTES

1.

Three early and local trans-border studies, namely, Paul E. Sharp, Whoop-Up Country: The
Canadian and American West, 1865-85, 2nd ed. (Helena: Historical Society of Montana,
1960); Alvin C. Gluek, Minnesota and the Manifest Destiny of the Canadian Northwest: A Study
in Canadian-American Relations (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1965); and Karel D.
Bicha, The American Farmer and the Canadian West, 18961914 (Lawrence, KS: Coronado
Press, 1968), offer some insights into the central parts of the continent.

Auseful source for ideas about comparative frameworks between the United States and
Canada is Seymour R. Lipset, Continental Divide: The Values and Institutions of the United
States and Canada (New York: Routledge, 1990). For southwestern history and the Spanish
impact see David J. Weber, The Spanish Frontier in North America (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1992). For Canadian borders see W.H. New, “The Edge of Everything:
Canadian Culture and the Border Field,” in Borderlands: How We Talk about Canada, ed.
W.H. New (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1998), 35—-68. Two recent volumes have facilitated the
teaching of the comparative Canadian and American Wests: C. L. Higham and Robert
Thacker, eds., One West, Two Myths: A Comparative Reader (Calgary: University of Calgary
Press, 2004) and Carol Higham and Robert Thacker eds., One West, Two Myths II: Essays on
Comparison (first published as a special issue of The American Review of Canadian Studies)
(Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2006).

See Lipset, Continental Divide. See also Jack Bumsted, “Visions of Canada: A Brief History
of Writing on the Canadian Character and the Canadian Identity,” in A Passion for
Identity: Canadian Studies for the Twenty-First Century, ed. David Taras and Beverley
Raspovich, 4th ed., (Toronto: Nelson Thompson Learning, 2001}, 17-35.

See for example courses taught by Sarah Carter and Elizabeth Jameson, Wild West/Mild
West? Com parative History of the U.S. and Canadian Wests, at University of Calgary;
Mary Murphy, Women in the U.S. and Canadian West, at Montana State University;
Royden Loewen, Imagined Communities: Ethnicity and Nationalism in Canada and the
United States, at University of Winnipeg; Frances W. Kaye, Intellectual History of the
Great Plains, at University of Nebraska-Lincoln; and John Herd Thompson, The U.S.
and Canadian Wests, at Duke University.

The best examples are Sheila McManus, The Line Which Separates: Race, Gender and the
Making of the Alberta-Montana Borderlands (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2005);
Simon Evans, Sarah Carter, and W.B. Yeo, eds., Cowboys, Ranchers and the Cattle Business:
Cross Border Perspectives in Ranching History (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2000);
Carol L. Higham, Noble, Wretched and Redeemable: Protestant Missionaries to the Indians in
Canada and the United States, 1820~1900 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
2000); and Theodore Binnema, Common and Contested Ground: A Human and Environmental

History of the Northwestern Plains (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001).
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Canadian history is infrequently taught in the United Kingdom. It has been and contin-
ues to feature as part of imperial or commonwealth history, but as an entity in its own
right it is a rare commodity. Since the Canadian High Commission has helped to sup-
port Canadian Studies in British universities, academics teaching Canadian materials
have been added to existing American Studies departments or have become part of
Centres for Canadian Studies. Further support has been given to stimulate the teaching
of and research in Canadian Studies in the form of grants for the purchase of library
resources and for encouraging other academics to enhance the teaching of Canadian
materials. Modules featuring Canadian topics have become more visible, but often with
a literary or cultural emphasis. Add to this paucity the declining interest in the aca-
demic study of American western history in recent years and a com parative western
history course becomes a rare offering. My early knowledge of Canadian history was
considerably deepened and widened by a Teaching Enhancement Award from the
Canadian High Commission in the summer of 2001.

The classic volume of the American West as dream and image remains Henry Nash
Smith, Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1950). For general approaches to American myth and images see Robert
V.Hine and John M. Faragher, “The Myth of the West,” in The American West: A New
Interpretive History, ed. Hine and Faragher (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000),
472—511; Anne M. Butler, “Selling the Popular Myth,” in The Oxford History of the American
West, ed. Clyde A. Milner, Carol A. 0’Connor, and Martha A. Sandiweiss (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1994), 771-801. For Canada see Sherrill E. Grace, “Comparing
Mythologies: Ideas of West and North,” in Borderlands: Essays in Canadian-American
Relations, ed. Robert Leckler (Toronto: ECW Press, 1991), 243—62; Daniel Francis, National
Dreams: Myth, Memory and Canadian History (Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 1997); R.
Douglas Francis, Images of the West: Changing Perceptions of the Prairies, 1690-1960
(Saskatoon, SK: Western Producer Prairie Books, 1989); and Gerald Friesen, “The
Imagined West: Introducing Cultural History,” in From Rupert’s Land to Canada, ed.
Theodore Binnema, Gerhard J. Ens, and R.C. Macleod (Edmonton: University of Alberta
Press, 2001}, 195—200. There is an abundance of material on Custer and less, though still
adequate information, on Riel. See, for example, Paul A. Hutton, ed., The Custer Reader
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1992); Robert W. Utley, Custer and the Great
Controversy: The Origins and Development of a Legend (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1998); Roberta E. Pearson, “The Twelve Custers or Video History,” in Back in the Saddle
Again: New Essays on the Western, ed. Roberta E. Pearson and Edward Buscombe (London:
BFI Press, 1998), 197-213; Douglas Owram, “The Myth of Louis Riel,” 11—29, Donald
Swainson, “Rielana and the Structure of Canadian History,” 30-41,and George F.G.
Stanley, “The Last Word on Louis Riel: The Man of Several Faces,” 4260, all in Louis Réel:
Selected Readings, ed. Hartwell Bowsfield (Toronto: Copp Clark Pitman Ltd., 1988); and
Maggie Siggins, Riel: A Life of Revolution (Toronto: Harper Collins, 1994).

The discussion of manhood and masculinity in either the American or Canadian West
has yet to be developed fully. Some interesting concepts have been put forward in
articles, but as in history in general, men’s history is thin on the ground. For thought-

provoking ideas see Matthew Basso, Laura McCall, and Dee Garceau, eds., Across the Great
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10.

11.

12.

13.

Divide: Cultures of Manhood in the American West (New York: Routledge, 2001); Adele Perry,
On the Edge of Empire: Gender, Race, and the Making of British Columbia, 18491871 (Toronto:

s

University of Toronto Press, 2001); Catherine Cavanaugh, “No Place for a Woman”:
Engendering Western Canadian Settlement,” Western Historical Quarterly 28, no. 4 (1997):
493—518; Cecelia Danysk, “A Batchelor’s Paradise: Homesteaders, Hired Hands and the
Construction of Masculinity, 1880-1930,” in Making Western Canada: Essays on European
Colonization and Settlement, ed. Catherine Cavanaugh and Jeremy Mouat (Toronto:
Garamond Press, 1996), 154-85; Katherine Morrissey, “Engendering the West,” in Under
an Open Sky: Rethinking America’s Western Past, ed. William Cronon, George Miles and Jay
Gitlin (New York: W.W. Norton, 1992), 132—44; and Antonia I. Castafieda, “Engendering
the History of Alta California, 1769-1848,” in Contested Eden: California Before the Gold
Rush, ed. R. Gutierez and Richard J. Orsi (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998),
230-59.

For different treatments of what might be called the Canadian West see Gerald Friesen,
The Canadian Prairies: A History (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987); Jean Barman,
The West Beyond the West: A History of British Columbia (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1991); William R. Morrison, True North: The Yukon and Northwest Territories (Toronto:
Oxford University Press, 1998); and Gerald Friesen, The West: Regional Ambitions, National
Debates, Global Age (Toronto: Penguin Books, 1999).

Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” in The
Frontier in American History (New York: Henry Holt, 1920), 1—-38.

Walter Nugent, “Where is the American West? Report on a Survey,” Montana: The
Maguazine of Western History 42, no. 3 (Fall 1992): 2—23; Margaret Walsh, TheAmerican West:
Visions and Revisions (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 1—-18.

The recent debate on what is western history has become unproductive. For those who
want to follow the gyrations of the discussions see Alan G. Bogue, “The Significance of
the History of the American West: Postscripts and Prospects,” Western Historical Quarterly
24 (February 1993): 195—221; William Cronon, George Miles, and Jay Gitlin, “Becoming
West: Towards a New Meaning for Western History,” in Under an Open Sky, ed. Cronon,
Miles, and Gitlin, 3—17; Patricia N. Limerick, “What on Earth is the New Western
History,” in Trails: Towards a New Western History, ed. Patricia N. Limerick, Clyde A.
Milner, II, and Charles E. Rankin (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1991), 83—88;
and Gerald Thompson, “The New Western History: A Critical Analysis,” 49—72 and
Malcolm J. Rohrbough, “The Continuing Search for the American West: Historians Past,
Present, and Future,” 123-46, both in Old West/New West: Quo Vadis?, ed. Gene Gressley
(Worland, WY: High Plains Publishing Company, 1994).

Harold A. Innis, The Fur Trade in Canada, rev. ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1930; Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1956), especially the conclusion, 383-402;
J.M.S. Careless, “Frontierism, Metropolitanism and Canadian History,” Canadian
Historical Review 35 (March 1954): 1—21; Northrop Frye, The Bush Garden: Essays on the
Canadian Imagination (Toronto: Anansi, 1971), 213—51; R. Cole Harris, “The Emotional
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My module, The North American West: Comparative American and Canadian Histories,
is not specifically gendered. The difficulties of obtaining sources is problematic, but so
too is the perception of students who often do not wish to take a gendered module.
Gender issues are raised in lectures and seminars and students are allowed to select
their own essay titles. I have read several excellent essays that demonstrated under-
standing of gender issues in terms of female and male relationships, and some

intriguing essays on myths that took up issues of masculinity.
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LATITUDES LONGITUDES

Teaching the History of Women in the U.S. and Canadian Wests

MARY MURPHY

TEACHING THE HISTORY of women in the North American
Wests is a dual proposition. The persistence of myths about the West in
the popular culture of the United States and Canada means that some
dismantlingof those mythsneeds to take place before we can locate women
in the past of both countriesand chart their histories. In the United States
one“national” myth of theWest wasspawned by Frederick Jackson Turner,
who portrayed the frontier as the womb in which American democracy
gestated, a place that nurtured individualism, materialism, and cowboys,
and that was integrated into the United States through war, conquest,
and the heroic actions of individual men. Canada does not figure into
this Americanstory, but the United States figures into the Canadian myth
in the role of foil. One of the important components of the Canadian
story of western settlement is how un-American it was. Where conquest

of the U.S. West was violent, messy, chaotic, and individualistic, by con-
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trast—so the myth goes—thesettlement of western Canada was orderly,
peaceful, corporate, and much less traumatic for aboriginal peoples.’

Despite the differences in these myths, their one common denomin-
ator is that they are stories by, about, and for European, Euro-Canadian,
and Euro-American men. The myths of the West as created in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries are alive and well and wreak-
inghavocevery day. HereIspeak from theexperience of living in Montana,
and I cannot speak for the Canadian West. But in Montana and the rest
of the United States, state and personal politics bear the weight of the
legacy of conquest, racism, and patriarchy, exemplified in the cowboy
politics for which America is notorious. As long as these myths continue
to circulate in popular culture and inform, on deep-seated cultural lev-
els, the policy making of states, then two consequences result: first, women
continue to be erased from the popular history of the North American
West, and second, all women and all non-white men are denied full and
equal places in their respective nations. Our myths and stories tell us
who we areand serve as the basis for who we believe we should be. These
so-called “national” mythsare not my stories. They are not what inspires
in me any affection for or allegiance to this region or nation. They give
meno placein the politicsof the West. Retelling these storiesas “national”
presumes nations of white men.

While it is true that at the genesis of these stories white men were the
only fully enfranchised citizens of western Canada and the United States,
happily that situation has changed. It is incumbent upon us, then, to
stop recounting these myths in such uncritical ways. And, more import-
antly, to teach alternative stories that from a scholarly point of view are
more complicated, multi-vocal, and multi-cultural, and that from a pol-
itical point of view allow people other than white men to see themselves
as westerners, people who havea pastand a futurein a regionand nation
in which they have a right and duty to act.

In teaching a course on Women in the U.S. and Canadian West, my
goalis to provide thosealternativestories of the region that secure women
a place in the past and the future. The metaphor of latitudes and longi-

tudes refers to the two axes about which this upper-division course is
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structured. Oneaxis is drawn from the commonalities of women’s experi-
ences across the border. That meridian intersects the parallels of the
different political, economic, and legal conditions imposed upon women
by the two nation states. By the end of the semester, ideally, we will first
have come to some understanding of how the geographic and economic
continuities of the western part of the continent shape women’s work
and family lives in similar ways. Second, we willhave explored how, despite
the commonalities of geography, of women’s biology,and of a dominant
Anglo culture, women’s lives in the U.S. and Canadian Wests differed

because of the structure and policies of the two nation states.

LONGITUDES

THE LIVES OF WOMEN in both the Canadianand American Wests
have been shaped by a natural resource economy. In the United States
this is usually referred to as an extractive economy, in Canada as the sta-
ples economy. Furs, fish, and timber; metals, such as gold, silver, and
copper; fuels, like coal, oil, and natural gas; and a bounty of agricultural
products, chiefly cattleand grains, have flowed out of the region by river,
rail, and road. North and south of the 49th parallel, the West is a vast
expanse of forests, fields, and grazing districts punctuated by clear cuts,
oilwells, strip mines,and theskeletons of old metal mining gallus frames.”
Fora women’s history course, the questions are these: what are the con-
sequences of thiskind of economy for women? How has the growth of this
economy affected indigenous women? What kind of paid work becomes
available to women? What is family life like? What kinds of commun-
itiesare built in mining, logging, ranching and farmingareas, and what
role do women play in those communities?

Iapproach this section of the course through the frameworks of com-
mercialized and non-commercialized domesticity. Inother words, women’s
traditional work has been the maintenance and reproduction of the
family, an unpaid task that most often takes place in the home. But once
the West was conquered, it became a region in which single men were
often the majority of the population well into the twentieth century.

Demography and the staples economy, which provided few manufac-
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turing jobs for women, dictated that women’s paid work in the West was
often some aspect of domestic work. Whether paid or unpaid, women’s
work, how it wasorganized, shared, rewarded, or suffered through, con-
stitutes a main focus of the class.’

A related longitude is tied to the skewed sex ratio generated by the
presence of many more white men than white women in the region. What
have been the implications of that demographic profile for native and
white women, and for men? One of the classic “myths” of the white
women’s West has been that scarcity conferred special value. For example,
there are many stories from the history of mining towns of men paying
exorbitant amounts of gold dust in exchange for a biscuit made by a
white woman’s hand or some other seemingly trivial interaction with a
white woman. Typically the presence of white women, even in small doses,
has been seen as a “civilizing” influence.” Adele Perry, in her essay “Oh,
I'm Just Sick of the Faces of Men’: Gender Imbalance, Race, Sexuality,
and Sociability in Nineteenth-Century British Columbia,” notes that white
women were seen as “necessary participants in the process of colony-
building in three ways: they would raise the moral tone of the white,
male-dominated society, quell the rapid development of a mixed-blood
community, and ensure that British law, mores, and economic develop-
ment flourished.” The same sentiment held true south of the border.
Perry offers an anecdote that indicates some national rivalry in the com-
petition forwhitewomen.ACanadianin1865noted that manyrespectable
single men wanted to make British Columbia home, but “the scope for
selecting wives is so limited that they feel compelled to go to California
in search of theirinterestingobject,and not infrequentlyare they tempted
to remain on American soil—their industry as producers and expendi-

»e

tureas consumers being lost to the colonies.”* Perryargues that the issue
of gender imbalance should prompt us to look critically into the actual
relationships between men and women, and between native and non-
native women in this demographically tilted terrain. Closely reading
some of the nineteenth-century accounts of western travelers is a good
exercise through which to pursue this topic in class.”

A third commonality between the women’s Wests, also related to

demography, is the high percentage of immigrants in both regions during
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the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For example, by 1940
half of the residents of the Prairie provinces identified themselves as
other than British in origin.’ In the United States, between 1870and 1910
the percentage of European-born people who lived in the mountain states
was the highest in the nation.’ This made for an interesting and some-
times contentious mix of ethnicand racial cultures in western cities and
countrysides. It also led to the formation of various ethnic associations
in which women often played key roles; these were part of the plethora
of voluntary associations that women organized on both sides of the
borderand that have been well-documented by historians. This material
allows students to study the parts women played in the formation of
communities and to see how different ethnic groups defined women’s
roles.

A fourth point of comparison is the role of women in the imperial
agendas of both nations. Thisisa tricky issue to study and a tricky issue
to teach. As Catherine Cavanaugh and Randi Warne point out in the
introduction to Telling Tales: Essays in Western Women'’s History, “integrat-
ing women into Western colonization and settlement is complicated by
Anglo women’s status as both colonizer (members of the dominant cul-
ture)and colonized (by patriarchy)withina country that was both colony

»10

and colonizer.”* There are several routes into this topic that are effective
in the classroom. A fairly direct path is found by examining theactivities
of female missionaries and teachers charged with the “civilizing” of
indigenous peoples. Theironies involved in their teaching Euro-Canadian
or Euro-American culture and appropriate domestic skills to native
women, while simultaneously escaping from marriage and domesticity
themselves, is always intriguing to students. Yet missionary women’s
chafing under the male authorities of the church, Indian agents, or
boarding school superintendents is a powerful lesson about the limits
of Euro-Americanand Euro-Canadian women’s “liberation.” Fortunately,
there is a great deal of good literature on this topic, especially in the
works of Peggy Pascoe, Margaret Jacobs, Myra Rutherdale, David Wallace
Adams, and Carol Higham."

A more circuitous route into issues of colonialism, but one that offers

the advantage of visual aids, is a discussion of the role of women artists
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and patrons of native arts. Joan Jensen, Margaret Jacobs, Laura Moore,
Douglas Cole, and Lisa MacFarlane, among others, have written about
the role that non-native women collectors and patrons of the arts played
in “reviving,” shaping, and developing markets for “traditional” native
arts in the United States and Canada.” This is a more subtle part of the
colonial project but speaks to the topic of indigenous peoples’ self-rep-
resentationand cultural productionand itsappropriation by non-native
consumers. Another facet of this is the way in which non-native women
artists chose to represent native people, their cultures, and their land-
scapes in photography and paint. There is now considerable literature
about non-native women who photographed aboriginal peoples, much
of it appropriate for class discussion, with images all over the Web for
easy access. After studying some of these images, a good exercise is to
have students hunt for contemporary native women painters and pho-
tographersand analyze how their work addresses issues of conquestand
colonialism.”

It is also telling that North America’s three most prominent women
artists, Emily Carr, Georgia O’Keeffe, and Frida Kahlo, were all intim-
ately engaged with painting cultural artifactsand landscapes associated
with indigenous North America. I end the class with a week examining
the work of these three women, drawing upon Sharyn Rohlfsen Udall’s
book, Carr, O’Keeffe, Kahlo: Places of Their Own. There are many websites
that have digital images of all three women’s paintings, providing stu-

dents access to a wide array of their work.™

LATITUDES

I COME NOW to the latitudes of this project—that is, how the poli-
cies and practices of Canada and the United States cut through the
meridians of women’s lives north and south of the border. Despite the
shared Anglo culture of the majority of peoplesin Canadaand the United
States, political structures, property laws, and foreign policy developed
quite differently. To illustrate how the state affects women’s lives, we
need to focus on some particular issues, and among those possibilities

are homesteading and women’s property rights, the situation of women
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in the relocation of Japanese Americans and Japanese Canadians during
World War II, and the legal status of aboriginal women.

Women homesteaders and farmers are a favorite topic of western
women’s historians,and accounts by rural women form some of the clas-
sic texts of the field. Among these are Elinore Pruitt Stewart’s Letters of a
Woman Homesteader, published in the United States in1913,and Georgina
Binnie-Clark’s Wheat and Woman, published in Canada in1914."” The stor-
ies of farm women’s lives echo across the border. Isolation, loneliness,
hard physical labor, high birth rates and a dearth of competent medical
care, as well as love of the plains and prairies, satisfaction found in gar-
densand raising poultry, pleasurein dances, piesocials,and club meetings
are common experiences of women in the Prairie provincesand the plains
and mountain states. But American and Canadian stories diverge when
it comes to access to land ownership. Women on both sides of the border
could buy land, but many more women in the United States could claim
free land under a variety of homestead laws. This forms a basic differ-
ence between the experiences of Stewartand Binnie-Clark. Elinore Stewart
filed on a homestead and used her prose to advertise the happiness and
independence western homesteads could provide women. Georgina
Binnie-Clark was barred from homesteading and had to buy her farm.
She used her pen to agitate for women’s right to homestead.

In Canada the only women who could file on homestead land were
widows, divorced women, and—if well documented—separated or
deserted wives who had children under eighteen years of age for whom
they were the sole support.” Rural Canadian women’s lives were made
even more precarious by the abolition of dower laws in the Prairie prov-
inces, which eliminated women’s control over the disposal of family
propertyand negated widows’ legal guarantee of inheritance. Both issues
prompted long political struggles for women’s property rights. In the
United States controversy revolved around married women’s rights to
homestead, but the original Homestead Act of 1862 held that single
women could claim free land. And while dower rights steadily eroded in
the nineteenth-century United States, Married Women’s Property Acts,

passed in a variety of states beginning in the 1850s, predated those laws
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in Canada, and gave women south of the border economic protection
that women north of the border did not have.”

Another example of state policy shaping women’s lives is the story of
the Issei and Nisei in the North American West. Both the United States
and Canada practiced institutional racism in their treatment of resi-
dents of Japanese descent during World War II. Both declared defense or
security zones along the West coast and implemented policies to remove
theroughly 23,000 Japanese Canadiansand 100,000 Japanese Americans
from that zone. But the two countries did not carry out their policies in
precisely the same fashion, and the differences particularly affected
family life. In the United States, although male leaders of the Japanese
American community were interned immediately following Pearl Harbor,
many were united with their families when moved to relocation camps
and, in general, families remained together. In Canada, able-bodied men
were initially sent to work in road camps in British Columbia and sugar
beet projects on the Prairies, or to internment in a Pow camp in Ontario.
The remaining Japanese Canadian population, including women and
children separated from their husbands and fathers, were moved to for-
mer mining towns where they lived in poorly renovated ramshackle
buildings or newly built small cabins. There they had to support them-
selves using their savings, through subsistence, and with the proceeds
of state-run property sales, which garnered them a pittance of the value
of their belongings. While the majority of Japanese Americans also lost
property, it was not taken through government process and in some
cases, as in the community of Cortez, California, studied by Valerie
Matsumoto, residents were able to arrange custodial management of
their property during the war so that they could return to their homes
when the government released them from the camps. Perhaps the most
significant difference between the two countries is that the United States
rescinded exclusion orders in 1944 and 1945, and Japanese Americans
were permitted to return to the West coast.In Canada, Japanese Canadians
were forced to choose between deportation and relocation east of the
Rockies after the war, and they were not permitted back into British
Columbia until 1949."
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There are many powerful works that portray the relocation experi-
ence. For class discussion, I have juxtaposed the reading of Joy Kogawa’s
novel Obasan, about her family’s Canadian travails, with the film A Family
Gathering, produced by Lise Yasui and Ann Tegnell, about Yasui’s family,
which was removed from the Hood River region of Oregon.” Both these
texts provide good historical background about the government poli-
ciesthat devastated thelivesof Japanese Canadian and Japanese American
families during the war. Theyare both told from a female’s point of view,
and they are excellent means of exploring the impact of state policy on
women’s lives and the nature of history asa social and familial construct.
Kogawa’s protagonist and Yasui must break through years of silenceand
sort through multipletales in each family’s past to uncover pivotal events
that took place during the war. The mystery of both texts, as well as the
women’s engagement in the reconstruction of their families’ histories,
helps draw students to the immediacy of the past and the personal con-
sequences of state policies.

The “politics of identity” is at the core of the internment experience
and is an issue that has become an integral part of many women’s stud-
ies classes. How do race, class, and gender interact to form women’s
identities? How do the political identities of women of different races
and classes intersect with feminism? How do weacknowledgeand respect
the multiplicity of women’s identities and yet find commonalities that
affect all women? There are many approaches to these questions, and
frequently the investigation secks answers in the realm of culture, eth-
nicity,and sexuality. But the statealso shapes identity politics,and another
way to examinethat isthrough thelawsand regulations by which Canada
and the United States legislated the identity of aboriginal women who
married non-Indian men. The following examples point only to the
legal differences in the fate of Indian women who chose to marry white
men. In the course of a class they can be put in the context of the long
history of intermarriage during the fur-trade era and the social and cul-
tural effects that new legal structures had on family formation and on
the status of men and women who stepped outside their cultures to

marty.”
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In both countries, state practice had its roots in complicated beliefs
about race, assimilation, miscegenation, and patriarchy. Both countries
started with the premises of English common law, yet the law as imple-
mented in the two nations established different legal, political, and
economic conditions for native women. Beginning with the 1869
Enfranchisement Act and continuing through a series of Indian Acts,
the Canadian government decreed that “an Indian woman who married
anon-Indian man lost her status as a registered Indian, as did her chil-

»z1

dren.” This meant that she lost her eligibility to live on reserve land.
Subsequent Indian Acts deprived her of additional rights and privileges
of registered Indians. If widowed, she did not regain her status unless
she married another Indian man. If she married an Indian from another
band, she was transferred to that band regardless of her own wishes. The
law stripped from her many of the structures that supported her Indian
identity. Conversely,ifa whitewoman married anIndian man,sheobtained
legal status as an Indian, as did her children, and they could all liveon a
reserve. Women and children’s “racial identity” followed that of father
and husband, at least in a legal sense.”

In the United States, no single federal law addressed the status of
men and women of mixed marriages. Instead, states enacted a web of
laws to prohibit such marriages from taking place at all. Washington
Territory passed a law banning marriage between whites and persons of
“more than one-half Indian blood” in 1855. Oregon adopted a similar
measure eleven years later.” As greater numbers of Asian immigrants
and African-Americans arrived in the West after the Civil War, the laws
were enforced more stringently to prevent marriage between whites
and Chinese, Japanese, Filipinos, Hawai'ians, and blacks, but provisions
against marriage between whites and Native Americans remained in
place in many states.™

Another significant difference in the attitudes toward mixed mar-
riages and mixed-blood children in the United States was how the state
quantified Indians. In 1910, during the height of Jim Crow segregation
in the U.S., the Census for the first time enumerated the children of

Indian and white marriages as “mixed-bloods,” defined as “all persons
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of mixed white and Indian blood who have any appreciable amount of
Indian blood.” They were to be counted as Indians “even though the
proportion of white blood may exceed that of Indian blood.” Because
most mixed marriages occurred between white men and Indian women,
children’s “racial identity” followed that of their mothers.

In addition, a legal twist shaped different experiences across the bor-
derfor native women who married white men in the United States. Murray
Wickett’s study of Oklahoma in the late nineteenth century turned up
hundreds of men who took advantage of the provision that “if a white
citizen of the United States intermarried with a tribal citizen of one of
the independent Indian nations, that person received full citizenship

2”26

rights in the tribe, including the right to share in tribal lands.”* Texans
secking grazing lands after the Civil War were assiduous and blunt suit-
ors. One Chickasaw woman declined a Texan’s unflattering proposal that
they get married because “you have the land. I have the cattle.” When
the Indian nations realized how exploitative such marriages could be,
they took measures to rectify the situation; in some cases they required
that whites provide proof of “good moral character” before receiving a
marriage license, in other instances marriage license fees were set so
high that indigent whites would be prohibited from marrying natives.”
In these examples, federal and tribal laws, north and south of the bor-
der, shaped the identity of indigenous women, their economic welfare,
and the communities in which they could raise their children.

Shortly after I began working at Montana State University, I decided
that it only made sense to include Canada in my western women’s hist-
ory class, because the two Wests shared so much in terms of environment
and economy. As Thave taught this course, Thave come to seea reason for
teaching a comparative class that did not occur to me when I was simply
thinking about being more geographically inclusive. All of us who teach
women’s history take as a given that race, class, and ethnicity are part of
the constructions of genderand of identity. But I confess that the role of
the state in the construction of gender had been something of a sleeping
monster in my teaching. Organizing a class that deals with women in

different nations makes clear how integral the state is in that process,
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and further, it allows students to seec more clearly how gender is con-
structed in different times, places, and societies.

Teaching western women’s history in a public western university is
enormously fun. Practically all the students have family stories relevant
to the course material. In some semesters we have “show-and-tell” days
during which students bring in artifacts and photographs that relate to
their family’s connection to the region. Students often discover hidden
women’s histories in their own families. All the rewards that come from
teaching women’s history—acquainting students with a past that, for
most,wasunknownorshadowy at best, witnessingtheiroutrageatoppres-
sion and their admiration for women who defied constraints to achieve
personal or social goals—are augmented in this class because using a
comparative approach nudges students to see that history’s “unfolding”
is not a “natural” process, but is one of struggle and choice that can
develop quite differently depending upon the country in which one
lives. Introducing students to new women’s voices, telling different stor-
ies, allows them to see their ancestors as the actors who engendered this
region’s past and to see themselves as contemporary creators of the North

American Wests.

AUTHOR’S NOTE
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