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SETTING THE

RECORD STRAIGHT

Chris Enss details her quest to share the history of women of the 01d West

By PETER SUCIU

he story of the

rale woanen played

on the fromtier is
pave that has |.-:|:||p; been
pvetlanked, l."’upl.'l.'i-.l”:-
in popular culture. In
mawics and TV shiows,
wiomen have been largely
relegated fo supporting
characters, and while that
hias changed in recent
vears, the rede women
actually plaved in tam-
img thee O3 West = sull
langely muisundersiood

Newr York Times

best-selling author and
sereemwriber Chrs Ense
has sought to address
the misconceptuons
and misinformation
about this period, and
hias become the most
prominent author on
the subject of wemen in
the Cild West. She has
written more than 3 books
o ke ':|.1|:-i|.'rL. :||1r||.|-.||.|1g
such colorful titles as Harrds
West: Tree Stortes of Madl-
Oirder Brides on the Fromdier
[ 2005 b, Howe tiee West Vs
Winene Hastles ang Backskins
o1 the Wild Froneter (2005},
Fisral Packin' ddadaos: Tre
Stertes of Noderioes Women
o e CRLG West ¢ 2080655 andd
The Dector Were Pettioots:

WoeHen |-'||__|'-_:.i|'j.||.l|s .-:_I'|||._' Hd
Wiest {2006 ) I recenily spoke
with Enss to learn maore,

How did your interest in
the Odd West beginf

1 warked at a radio station
ditng the news, and 1 broughi
in “historical mintes” 1o the
prislucess. | came across the

J They found 'H'B.'F

~ themselves

business and make a life for
despite the hardships. -
. == 5% KL -2l

story of the Bartleson-Bidwell
Party, which was led by

Captain John Eartleson and
Johin Bidwell. It was the st
artkempi al a wWagon |_'|'||i.‘\:i11g
fromm bssiouri to Calidornia,
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to break into

W

and what was interesting
is that 1 was made wp
of maore than &0 men
ﬂl'lli |I.I.'I|. O STIRTIAr.

e gocounts of e
were that she was bare-
faat and carrving a baly
om her hap, but she was
referred o anly as Mrs,
Benmmin Kelsey. 1 Rt
she deserved miore noto-
nety than thar—and
that she had o have a
first name. 1 researched
her story and Found that
shie was MNancy Kelsey,
ami wias the first whire
wsrman b bravvel oocer-
land from MissouTi and
crioss the Seerra Nevada
into California,

While MNancy Felsey's
story has been told, there
were many women whase
stoTies we don't know
[ 'l'a'J.II.|.L'\.I bor wribe iIl"I.'\IL'Il
thess women and find owt
what l|:||.':.' -.|:||i. bt mot from
the stamdpaint of "1 am
warmian, hear me roar” That
wasn't what these wormen
did. These weren't early
feminists—just women doing
somecthing specal at the tme.

Why haven't we heard
maore of these stories?
The simple answer 15 that
a lot of the history was
wwritben |:-'.t' i, and thise
mien wrote the history of
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Setting The Record Straight

not puest what they [
s, hut swhat they |
could write to thear
farmilies about. Mam |
of the women were |
“eiled doeess.” or

wamien of il repute. |
Whio would write

their families about |
such women?

We see the letters |
and sories that talk
about the gold they |
found, or the journevs,
but we don't see *1 got
ST |__|||||| I|||_1.'|:\. .JI'llj
gpent the might swith a
whaore” Who is |__l||i|'.|__l
to write about that?
len wrobe ahout what
they could share, amd
I_|'|.|_ |_1i|||1'_ i|1-\.;|l_||_1;: _|'||_"
slories of prosututes
You have to dig inio the
past to find the stories,
and a lot wasn't there

What are some of the
biggest myths regarding
women on the frontier?
e brggest = that women
WiTE |'||I'|I|'l||_'|_|_'|| |'||_'||'-|:.,"'\~.
and if it wasn't for men, the
wiomien couldm’t have sur-
vived. Waomen showed that
|,|'u_-:. could gel fecused, that
they could set thermuelves up
im |'||_|'\-\.il'||_"\.'\-| .I|'.|_:| |'||_' HI_ll_‘l_‘{'\-ﬁ.lul
Whiat we have o remem-
hier is that seomen came
west with their fathers,
hirghers and hoshands, buat
miany of those men died
e ronle and the wormen
couldn’t just turn back.
|'|'||_'| I_||||L 0 i|||'|‘=\.. I'||||.I'|“:-|:.'
as lundresses, which might
nicd e like & 'I":-ngl deal, Bt
the malitary hired them dao
I_|'||"' |.| |||'.|_:|I':.'l amed 1.||-\.||_:|;:I'||:\.'
these women had a dozen
0fF Mok |_'| e NLES |.|'||_' VO ||_1

s that mamey 1 start

schools, their own mercan-
Lile r-nl-:_-rpri-.:_-: Ih:_-:. fesurid
wilys 1o break imito business
ard rmake a life for them-

selves despate the hardships.

Howw hard is it to research
this particalar topic?

[ am alse a private myvestigas
tor Ty I|.||||_'. 0 | |||l\. ] I|'.:; l,|;_'\¢r
thive amel research. 1 go inbs
Dld Wit liomes and look at
places where people wouldn's

P T
‘ These weren't early feminists— - '
just women doing something ,.:

SPECIAL at the time.

I'|||I'II'|.|||:. loak, In thie Gold
Country m Calilorma, it was
OO L il'l'\-\.ll |.'|I;_' I|'-¢ walls
with whatever vou had on
|'|.|I'|||. s this iI'||_'||_||_‘||_'|_| ||_'I_I:;|‘=\.
and papers, This has allowed
.I'III'\-\.{" LD |'||; |'-|':\.'¢|;I". |;|,‘|. .I|'.|_1
they olfer miormaton that
WS |'-|'|'..|I_|_' _|'|.II CHMN T |'||_"
shared. I've poked around
attics and cellars, 1t is a ver v
dafferent way to research, 've
abso Tound journals, amd it
can be teduns.

What are some

of the stories you've
CIMEIE ACTOSST

Cne example i that the
WIHTIET'S xl,:l'l'r.ug_.-_f TONETTEETI L
wits happening m the Old
Wirsg |||I'|3 hefore it I"-J|"|"R."":\."-1
back mm the Eagt. Wimen m
the West had voted as ecarly
ag 1870, while wormen m

the East couldn't vote until
1920 Aaron AL sargent, a
eenator from Califomia. and
b wife, Elber, were omna
traimn when I_|'||_':. et Susan
B Anthony. The tram got
siuck in snow in ':‘-.:.|||'|'|i|'.|__l._
and the Sargents shared ther
|'|I'||'| i'\-\.illl'|'\-\. '.'|.;I,|'| '||'.I|I|||'.:\.
and discussed what eventu-
.|||:. becamse the Mineteenih
Amendment, which gave
wionmien the |'i:'¢|'|| b v be
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How div yon feel aboat
the way wienien have been
depicted in movies and TV
shows over the years?
A bt has chamged as we have
progressed with what can be
shown on TV, Back in the
1950, you couldn’t showy
Miss Hil_l_:,- o Gumsmoke
al the Lap of the stars—
dressed in fancy clothing as
she surveyed the saloon—
and say she was a whore, [t
was her place, but they never
said what went on there
Motion pactures and TV
shows fave taken libertics,
as i's entertamment and
shiowe business, not ar o
history. A good example is
[TH |:_;||'J|;I.|I.|. Meddicrne Wonarn
Meov e wias as allrachve ag
[ame Seyroour, But the show

gl it right that she wasn't
welcome, 2nd 1t ok 2
while for people to trust her
Anather vonderful serves
wirs Gioadless, which high-
lighted the gritty underbelly
af the West, 11 was verv apil
on. This 15 why Crodiess ran
for seven episedes, while
D Cluran |1|..1r|u.-_.,'n| Iy T
FOr st We T &0 asams—yichw-
ers wanded to see the pretty
peaple and the clean version
of the Old West.

s it a good thing that
prostitutes and mail-order
brides are getting more
attention these days?

1% 15, because the sodled
dovves gave women the right
e woste, Thiose wornen were
able to build a business and

own property, and they ofien
patd for lcenses that razsed
the money o fund the sher-
iff's or fire department, andd
a5 such, it was those women
who could vote.

B we have 1o remember
this was true of those pros-
titutes who could live long
enough to have that Life. It
wis i rough business, and
visiz were lucky af you hived
until 34, There were excep-
tions, like Big MNase Kate, wha
livesd until S, Buk what was
it like to kiss Doc Holliday
when he had mbercalosist

We can't understate the
importance of the schoals,
and without the women,
there might not have any.
Woarmen were crucial in

making thay
happen. They
WETE AR
teachers, and
they didn’s
complain
aboat lack of
TESOLINCES Of
funds, They'd
take a class
to the local
graveyand and
teach mumbeers
ofT tombstonmes
Women alio
went ”pack-
ing” ko schaoal,
which could be
dangerous. They
didn't complain
absut having o
CATTY & gun

Yom've written
S0 ANy sio-
ries already, so
what's mewt?

I have a book

amn thie First
Transcontinental Kailroad
and the role wamen played

in ity They didn't work the
Line, but they were there in
ather ways, There was Laura
Bullion, whie participated

in the Great Marthemn train
rabbery. That was the Last
train to be robbed in the

Obd West. There was also D,
Mary Engle Penningron. who
mvented the relrigerated box-
car, which was crucial during
World War 1, as at helped

in transporiing food from
one caast b the other. And
while there are no pictures of
waomen at the Golden Spike
ceremomy, which marked

the completion of the Fira
Transcontinenial Kailroad,
warmen were cerlainly there
behind the scenes, @
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