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Women and Their Families
on the Overland Trail to
California and Oregon,

18421867

JOHNNY FARAGHER and CHRISTINE STANSELL

The pioneer is a stock figure in American history, and a male stereotype
in many Americans’ minds. What of the pioneer who was a woman? In
their searching analysis of the conditions of life for women and their
families traveling to the West coast in the mid-nineteenth century, John
Faragher and Christine Stansell draw upon rich stores of surviving diaries
and letters to delve behind the stereotypes. Rather than assuming that all
members of a family traveling West shared the same outlook, the authors
distinguish the women’s from the men’s experience. They are interested
in whether Eastern conventions regarding women’s roles carried over to
a new, undefined situation. Their questions about family roles, work
tasks, cultural expectations, and bonding among women evoke a portrait
that is at once surprising and realistic.

I am not a wheatfield
nor the virgin forest

I never chose this place
yet I am of it now

—Adrienne Rich
“From an Old House in,America’

From 1841 until 1867, the year in which the transcontinental railroad
was completed, nearly 350,000 North Americans emigrated to the
Pacific coast along the western wagon road known variously as the
Oregon, the California, or simply the Overland Trail. This migration
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was essentially a family phenomenon. Although single men consti-
tuted the majority of the party which pioneered large-scale emigra-
tion on the Overland Trail in 1841, significant numbers of women
and children were already present in the wagon trains of the next
season. Families made up the preponderant proportion of the migra-
tions throughout the 1840s. In 1849, during the overwhelmingly male
Gold Rush, the number dropped precipitously, but after 1851 fami-
lies once again assumed dominance in the overland migration.* The
contention that “the family was the one substantial social institu-
tion”” on the frontier is too sweeping, yet it is undeniable that the
white family largely mediated the incorporation of the western ter-
ritories into the American nation.?

The emigrating families were a heterogeneous lot. Some came
from farms in the midwest and upper South, many from smail mid-
western towns, and others from northeastern and midwestern cities.
Clerks and shopkeepers as well as farmers outfitted their wagons in
Independence, St. Louis, or Westport Landing on the Missouri.
Since costs for supplies, travel, and settlement were not negligible,?
few of the very poor were present, nor were the exceptionally pros-
perous. The dreams of fortune which lured the wagon trains into
new lands were those of modest men whose hopes were pinned to
small farms or larger dry-goods stores, more fertile soil or more cus-
tomers, better market prospects and a steadily expanding economy.

For every member of the family, the trip West was exhausting,
toilsome, and often grueling. Each year in late spring, westbound
emigrants gathered for the journey at spots along the Missouri River
and moved out in parties of ten to several hundred wagons. Aggre-
gates of nuclear families, loosely attached by kinship or friendship,
traveled together or joined an even larger caravan.® Coast-bound
families traveled by ox-drawn wagons at the frustratingly slow pace
of fifteen to twenty miles per day. They worked their way up the
Platte River valley through what is now Kansas and Nebraska, cross-
ing the Rockies at South Pass in southwestern Wyoming by mid-
summer. The Platte route was relatively easy going, but from pres-
ent-day Idaho, where the roads to California and Oregon diverged,
to their final destinations, the pioneers faced disastrous conditions:
scorching deserts, boggy salt flats, and rugged mountains. By this
time, families had been on the road some three months and were
only at the midpoint of the journey; the environment, along with the
wear of the road, made the last months difficult almost beyond en-
durance. Finally, in late fall or early winter the pioneers straggled
into their promised lands, after six months and over two thousand
miles of hardship.>
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As this journey progressed, bare necessity became the determi-
nant of most of each day’s activities. The primary task of surviving
and getting to the coast gradually suspended accustomed patterns of
dividing work between women and men. All able-bodied adults
worked all day in one way or another to keep the family moving.
Women’s work was no less indispensable than men’s; indeed, as the
summer wore on, the boundaries dividing the work of the sexes
were threatened, blurred, and transgressed.

The vicissitudes of the trail opened new possibilities. for ex-
panded work roles for women, and in the cooperative work of the
family there existed a basis for a vigorous struggle for female-male
equality. But most women did not see the experience in this way.
They viewed it as a male enterprise from its very inception. Women
experienced the breakdown of the sexual division of labor as a dis-
solution of their own autonomous ““sphere.” Bereft of the footing
which this independent base gave them, they lacked a cultural ratio-
nale for the work they did, and remained estranged from the possi-
bilities of the enlarged scope and power of family life on the trail.
Instead, women fought against the forces of necessity to hold to-
gether the few fragments of female subculture left to them. We have
been bequeathed a remarkable record of this struggle in the diaries,
journals, and memoirs of emigrating women. In this study, we will
examine a particular habit of living, or culture, in conflict with the
new material circumstances of the Trail, and the efforts of women to
maintain a place, a sphere of their own.

The overland family was not a homogeneous unit, its members
imbued with identical aspirations and desires. On the contrary, the
period of westward movement was also one of multiplying schisms
within those families whose location and social status placed them
in the mainstream of national culture.® Child-rearing tracts, house-
keeping manuals, and etiquette books by the hundreds prescribed
and rationalized to these Americans a radical separation of the work
responsibilities and social duties of mothers and fathers; popular
thought assigned unique personality traits, spiritual capacities, and
forms of experience to the respective categories of man, woman, and
child.” In many families, the tensions inherent in this separatist ide-
ology, often repressed in the everyday routines of the East, erupted
under the strain of the overland crossing. The difficulties of the em-
igrants, while inextricably linked to the duress of the journey itself,
also revealed family dynamics which had been submerged in the less
eventful life ““back home.”

A full blown ideology of “woman’s place’”” was absent in pre-
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industrial America. On farms, in artisan shops, and in town market-
places, women and children made essential contributions to family
income and subsistence; it was the family which functioned as the
basic unit of production in the colony and the young nation. As
commercial exchanges displaced the local markets where women had
sold surplus dairy products and textiles, and the workplace drifted
away from the household, women and children lost their breadwin-
ning prerogatives.8

In Jacksonian America, a doctrine of “sexual spheres” arose to
facilitate and justify the segregation of women into the' home and
men into productive work.® While the latter attended to politics,
economics, and wage-earning, popular thought assigned women the
refurbished and newly professionalized tasks of child-rearing and
housekeeping.1® A host of corollaries followed on the heels of these
shifts. Men were physically strong, women naturally delicate; men
were skilled in practical matters, women in moral and emotional
concerns; men were prone to corruption, women to virtue; men be-
longed in the world, women in the home. For women, the system of
sexual spheres represented a decline in social status and isolation
from political and economic power. Yet it also provided them with a
psychological power base of undeniable importance. The “cult of
true womanhood” was more than simply a retreat. Catharine
Beecher, one of the chief theorists of “woman’s influence,” proudly
quoted Tocqueville’s observation that ““in no country has such con-
stant care been taken, as in America, to trace two clearly distinct
lines of action for the two sexes, and to make them keep pace with
the other, but in two pathways which are always different.” 1! Nei-
ther Beecher nor her sisters were simply dupes of a masculine im-
perialism. The supervision of child-rearing, household economy,
and the moral and religious life of the family granted women a cer-
tain degree of real autonomy and control over their lives as well as
those of their husbands and children.

Indeed, recent scholarship has indicated that a distinctly female
subculture emerged from “woman’s sphere.” By “subculture” we
simply mean a “habit of living’’—as we have used “culture’” above
—of a minority group which is self-consciously distinct from the
dominant activities, expectations, and values of a society. Historians
have seen female church groups, reform associations, and philan-
thropic activity as expressions of this subculture in actual behavior,
while a large and rich body of writing by and for women articulated
the subcultural impulses on the ideational level. Both behavior and
thought point to child-rearing, religious activity, education, home
life, associationism, and female communality as components of
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women’s subculture. Female friendships, strikingly intimate and
deep in this period, formed the actual bonds.*? Within their tight
and atomized family households, women carved out a life of their
own.

At its very inception, the western emigration sent tremors
through the foundations of this carefully compartmentalized family
structure. The rationale behind pulling up stakes was nearly always
economic advancement; 3 since breadwinning was a masculine con-
cern, the husband and father introduced the idea of going West and
made the final decision. Family participation in the intervening time
ran the gamut from enthusiastic support to stolid resistance. Many
women cooperated with their ambitious spouses: ““The motive that
induced us to part with pleasant associations and the dear friends of
our childhood days, was to obtain from the government of the
United States a grant of land that ‘Uncle Sam’ had promised to give
to the head of each family who settled in this new country.” 14 Oth-
ers, however, only acquiesced. “Poor Ma said only this morning,
‘Oh, I wish we never had started,” ” Lucy Cooke wrote her first day
on the trail, “and she looks so sorrowful and dejected. I think if Pa
had not passengers to take through she would urge him to return;
not that he should be so inclined.” 5 Huddled with her children in
a cold, damp wagon, trying to calm them despite the ominous chant-
ing of visiting Indians, another woman wondered “what had pos-
sessed my husband, anyway, that he should have thought of bring-
ing us away out through this God forsaken country.”?¢ Similar
alienation from the “pioneer spirit”” haunted Lavinia Porter’s leave-
taking:

I never recall that sad parting from my dear sister on the plains
of Kansas without the tears flowing fast and free. . . . We were
the eldest of a large family, and the bond of affection and love
that existed between us was strong indeed . . . as she with the
other friends turned to leave me for the ferry which was to take
them back to home and civilization, I stood alone on that wild
prairie. Looking westward I saw my husband driving slowly
over the plain; turning my face once more to the east, my dear
sister’s footsteps were fast widening the distance between us.
For the time I knew not which way to go, nor whom to follow.
But in a few moments I rallied my forces . . . and soon overtook
the slowly moving oxen who were bearing my husband and
child over the green prairie . . . the unbidden tears would flow
in spite of my brave resolve to be the courageous and valiant
frontierswoman.?”

Her dazed vacillation soon gave way to a private conviction that the
family had made a dire mistake: “I would make a brave effort to be
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cheerful and patient until the camp work was done. Then starting
out ahead of the team and my men folks, when I thought I had gone
beyond hearing distance, I would throw myself down on the un-
friendly desert and give way like a child to sobs and tears, wishing
myself back home with my friends and chiding myself for consenting
to take this wild goose chase.” 8 Men viewed drudgery, calamity,
and privation as trials along the road to prosperity, unfortunate but
inevitable corollaries of the rational decision they had made. But to
those women who were unable to appropriate the vision of the up-
wardly mobile pilgrimage, hardship and loss only testified to the
inherent folly of the emigration, “this wild goose chase.”

If women were reluctant to accompany their men, however, they
were often equally unwilling to let them go alone. In the late 1840s,
the conflict between wives and their gold-crazed husbands reveals
the determination with which women enforced the cohesion of the
nuclear family. In the name of family unity, some obdurate wives
simply chose to blockbust the sexually segregated Gold Rush: “My
husband grew enthusiastic and wanted to start immediately,” one
woman recalled, “but I would not be left behind. I thought where he
could go I could and where I went I could take my two little toddling
babies.”!* Her family departed intact. Other women used their
moral authority to smash the enterprise in its planning stages. “We
were married to live together,”” a wife acidly reminded her spouse
when he informed her of his intention to join the Rush: “I am willing
to go with you to any part of God’s Foot Stool where you think you
can do best, and under these circumstances you have no right to go
where I cannot, and if you do you need never return for I shall look
upon you as dead.””?° Roundly chastised, the man postponed his
journey until the next season, when his family could leave with him.
When included in the plans, women seldom wrote of their husbands’
decisions to emigrate in their diaries or memoirs. A breadwinner
who tried to leave alone, however, threatened the family unity upon
which his authority was based; only then did a wife challenge his
dominance in worldly affairs.?!

There was an economic reason for the preponderance of families
on the Trail. Women and children, but especially women, formed an
essential supplementary work force in the settlements. The ideal wife
in the West resembled a hired hand more than a nurturant Christian
housekeeper.22 Narcissa Whitman wrote frankly to aspiring settlers
of the functional necessity of women on the new farms: “Let every
young man bring a wife, for he will want one after he gets here, if he
never did before.””?? In a letter from California, another seasoned
woman warned a friend in Missouri that in the West women became
“hewers of wood and drawers of water everywhere.”” 24 Mrs. Whit-
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man’s fellow missionary Elkanah Walker was unabashedly practical
in beseeching his wife to join him: “I am tired of keeping an old
bachelor’s hall. I want someone to get me a good supper and let me
take my ease and when I am very tired in the morning I want some-
one to get up and get breakfast and let me lay in bed and take my
rest.”” 25 It would be both simplistic and harsh to argue that men
brought their families West or married because of the labor power of
women and children; there is no doubt, however, that the new West-
erners appreciated the advantages of familial labor. Women were not
superfluous; they were workers. The migration of women helped to
solve the problem of labor scarcity, not only in the early years of the
American settlement on the coast, but throughout the history of the
continental frontier.2¢

In the first days of the overland trip, new work requirements
were not yet pressing and the division of labor among family mem-
bers still replicated familiar patterns. Esther Hanna reported in one
of her first diary entries that “our men have gone to build a bridge
across the stream, which is impassable,” while she baked her first
bread on the prairie.?” Elizabeth Smith similarly described her
party’s day: “rainy ... Men making rafts. Women cooking and
washing. Children crying.’” 28 When travel was suspended, “the men
were generally busy mending wagons, harnesses, yokes, shoeing the
animals etc., and the women washed clothes, boiled a big mess
of beans, to warm over for several meals, or perhaps mended
clothes.”2% At first, even in emergencies, women and men hardly
considered integrating their work. “None but those who have
cooked for a family of eight, crossing the plains, have any idea of
what it takes,” a disgruntled woman recalled: "My sister-in-law was
sick, my niece was much younger than I, and consequently I had the
management of all the cooking and planning on my young shoul-
ders.”” 3% To ask a man to help was a possibility she was unable even
to consider.3?

The relegation of women to purely domestic duties, however,
soon broke down under the vicissitudes of the Trail. Within the first
few weeks, the unladylike task of gathering buffalo dung for fuel
(little firewood was available en route) became women'’s work.3? As
one traveler astutely noted, “force of surroundings was a great lev-
eler’’; 33 miles of grass, dust, glare, and mud erased some of the most
rudimentary distinctions between female and male responsibilities.
By summer, women often helped drive the wagons and the live-
stock.?4 At one Platte crossing, ““the men drawed the wagons over by
hand and the women all crossed in safety’’; but at the next, calamity
struck when the bridge collapsed, ““and then commenced the hurry
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and bustle of repairing; all were at work, even the women and chil-
dren.”’ 35 Such crises, which compounded daily as the wagons moved
past the Platte up the long stretches of desert and coastal mountains,
generated equity in work; at times of Indian threats, for example,
both women and men made bullets and stood guard.3® When moun-
tain fever struck the Pengra family as they crossed the Rockies, Char-
lotte relieved her incapacitated husband of the driving while he took
care of the youngest child.3? Only such severe afflictions forced men
to take on traditionally female chores. While women did men’s work,
there is little evidence that men reciprocated.

Following a few days in the life of an overland woman discloses
the magnitude of her work. During the hours her party traveled,
Charlotte Pengra walked beside the wagons, driving the cattle and
gathering buffalo chips. At night she cooked, baked bread for the
next noon meal, and washed clothes. Three successive summer days
illustrate how trying these small chores could be. Her train pulled
out early on a Monday morning, only to be halted by rain and a flash
flood; Mrs. Pengra washed and dried her family’s wet clothes in the
afternoon while doing her daily baking. On Tuesday the wagons
pushed hard to make up for lost time, forcing her to trot all day to
keep up. In camp that night there was no time to rest. Before going
to bed, she wrote, “Kept busy in preparing tea and doing other
things preparatory for the morrow. I baked a cracker pudding, warm
biscuits and made tea, and after supper stewed two pans of dried
apples, and made two loaves of bread, got my work done up, beds
made, and child asleep, and have written in my journal. Pretty tired
of course.”” The same routine devoured the next day and evening: “I
have done a washing. Stewed apples, made pies and baked a rice
pudding, and mended our wagon cover. Rather tired.”” And the next:
"baked biscuits, stewed berries, fried meat, boiled and mashed po-
tatoes, and made tea for supper, afterward baked bread. Thus you
see I have not much rest.” 3® Children also burdened women’s work
and leisure. During one quiet time, Helen Stewart retreated in mild
defiance from her small charges to a tent in order to salvage some
private time: “It exceeding hot . . . some of the men is out hunting
and some of them sleeping. The children is grumbling and crying
and laughing and howling and playing all around.”’ 3® Although chil-
dren are notably absent in women’s journals, they do appear,
frightened and imploring, during an Indian scare or a storm, or
intrude into a rare and precious moment of relaxation, “grumbling
and crying.”’ 40

Because the rhythm of their chores was out of phase with that of
the men, the division of labor could be especially taxing to women.
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Men’s days were toilsome but broken up at regular intervals with
periods of rest. Men hitched the teams, drove or walked until noon,
relaxed at dinner, traveled until the evening camp, unhitched the
oxen, ate supper, and in the evening sat at the campfire, mended
equipment, or stood guard. They also provided most of the labor in
emergencies, pulling the wagons through mires, across treacherous
river crossings, up long grades, and down precipitous slopes. In the
pandemonium of a steep descent,

you would see the women and children in advance seeking the
best way, some of them slipping down, or holding on to the
rocks, now taking an “otter slide,” and then a run til some nat-
ural obstacle presented itself to stop their accelerated progress
and those who get down safely without a hurt or a bruise, are
fortunate indeed. Looking back to the train, you would see some
of the men holding on to the wagons, others slipping under the
oxen's feet, some throwing articles out of the way that had fallen
out, and all have enough to do to keep them busily occupied.**

Women were responsible for staying out of the way and getting
themselves and the children to safety, men for getting the wagons
down. Women’s work, far less demanding of brute strength and
endurance, was nevertheless distributed without significant respite
over all waking hours: mealtimes offered no leisure to the cooks.
“The plain fact of the matter is,” a young woman complained,

we have no time for sociability. From the time we get up in the
morning, until we are on the road, it is hurry scurry to get break-
fast and put away the things that necessarily had to be pulled out
last night—while under way there is no room in the wagon for a
visitor, nooning is barely long enough to eat a cold bite—and at
night all the cooking utensils and provisions are to be gotten
about the camp fire, and cooking enough to last until the next
night.42

After supper, the men gathered together, “lolling and smoking their
pipes and guessing, or maybe betting, how many miles we had
covered during the day,””4* while the women baked, washed, and
put the children to bed before they finally sat down. Charlotte Pengra
found “as I was told before I started that there is no rest in such a
journey.”” 44

Unaccustomed tasks beset the travelers, who were equipped
with only the familiar expectation that work was divided along gen-
der lines. The solutions which sexual “spheres” offered were usually
irrelevant to the new problems facing families. Women, for example,
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could not afford to be delicate: their new duties demanded far greater
stamina and hardiness than their traditional domestic tasks. With no
tradition to deal with the new exigencies of fuel-gathering, cattle-
driving, and cooking, families found that “‘the division of labor in a
party . . . was a prolific cause of quarrel.” 4> Within the Vincent
party, “assignments to duty were not accomplished without grum-
bling and objection . . . there were occasional angry debates while
the various burdens were being adjusted,” while in “the camps of
others who sometimes jogged along the trail in our company . . . we
saw not a little fighting . . . and these bloody fisticuffs were invari-
ably the outcome of disputes over division of labor.”4¢ At home,
these assignments were familiar and accepted, not subject to ques-
tioning. New work opened the division of labor to debate and con-
flict.

By midjourney, most women worked at male tasks. The men still
retained dominance within their “sphere,” despite the fact that it
was no longer exclusively masculine. Like most women, Lavinia Por-
ter was responsible for gathering buffalo chips for fuel. One after-
noon, spying a grove of cottonwoods half a mile away, she asked her
husband to branch off the trail so that the party could fell trees for
firewood, thus easing her work. “But men on the plains I had found
were not so accommodating, nor so ready to wait upon women as
they were in more civilized communities.”” Her husband refused and
Porter fought back: “I was feeling somewhat under the weather and
unusually tired, and crawling into the wagon told them if they
wanted fuel for the evening meal they could get it themselves and
cook the meal also, and laying my head down on a pillow, I cried
myself to sleep.” 47 Later that evening her husband awakened her
with a belated dinner he had prepared himself, but despite his con-
ciliatory spirit their relations were strained for weeks: “James and I
had gradually grown silent and taciturn and had unwittingly par-
taken of the gloom and somberness of the dreary landscape.” 4 No
longer a housewife or a domestic ornament, but a laborer in a male
arena, Porter was still subordinate to her husband in practical mat-
ters.

Lydia Waters recorded another clash between new work and old
consciousness: I had learned to drive an ox team on the Platte and
my driving was admired by an officer and his wife who were going
with the mail to Salt Lake City.” Pleased with the compliment, she
later overheard them “laughing at the thought of a woman driving
oxen.””*° By no means did censure come only from men. The officer’s
wife as well as the officer derided Lydia Waters, while her own
mother indirectly reprimanded teenaged Mary Ellen Todd. “All
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along our journey, I had tried to crack that big whip,” Mary Ellen
remembered years later:

Now while out at the wagon we kept trying until I was fairly
successful. How my heart bounded a few days later when I
chanced to hear father say to mother, “Do you know that Mary
Ellen is beginning to crack the whip.” Then how it fell again
when mother replied, “I am afraid it isn’t a very lady-like thing
for a girl to do.” After this, while I felt a secret joy in being able
to have a power that set things going, there was also a sense of
shame over this new accomplishment.5°

To understand Mrs. Todd’s primness, so incongruous in the rug-
ged setting of the Trail, we must see it in the context of a broader
struggle on the part of women to preserve the home in transit.
Against the leveling forces of the Plains, women tried to maintain
the standards of cleanliness and order that had prevailed in their
homes back East:

Our caravan had a good many women and children and although
we were probably longer on the journey owing to their presence
—they exerted a good influence, as the men did not take such
risks with Indians . . . were more alert about the care of teams
and seldom had accidents; more attention was paid to cleanliness
and sanitation and, lastly, but not of less importance, meals were
more regular and better cooked thus preventing much sickness
and there was less waste of food.5!

Sarah Royce remembered that family wagons “were easily distin-
guished by the greater number of conveniences, and household ar-
ticles they carried.” 52 In the evenings, or when the trains stopped
for a day, women had a chance to create with these few props a
flimsy facsimile of the home.

Even in camp women had little leisure time, but within the
“hurry scurry” of work they managed to re-create the routine of the
home. Indeed, a female subculture, central to the communities
women had left behind, reemerged in these settings. At night,
women often clustered together, chatting, working, or commiserat-
ing, instead of joining the men: “High teas were not popular, but
tatting, knitting, crochetting, exchanging recipes for cooking beans
or dried apples or swopping food for the sake of variety kept us in
practice of feminine occupations and diversions.” 53 Besides using
the domestic concerns of the Trail to reconstruct a female sphere,
women also consciously invoked fantasy: “Mrs. Fox and her daugh-
ter are with us and everything is so still and quiet we can almost
imagine ourselves at home again. We took out our Daguerreotypes
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and tried to live over again some of the happy days of ‘Auld Lang
Syne.” ’"34 Sisterly contact kept “feminine occupations’ from with-
ering away from disuse: “In the evening the young ladies came over
to our house and we had a concert with both guitars. Indeed it
seemed almost like a pleasant evening at home. We could none of
us realize that we were almost at the summit of the Rocky Moun-
tains.”” 55 The hostess added with somewhat strained sanguinity that
her young daughter seemed “just as happy sitting on the ground
playing her guitar as she was at home, although she does not love it
as much as her piano.”” 5¢ Although a guitar was no substitute for the
more refined instrument, it at least kept the girl “in practice with
feminine occupations and diversions’: unlike Mary Ellen Todd, no
big whip would tempt her to unwomanly pleasure in the power to
“’set things going.”’

But books, furniture, knick-knacks, china, the daguerreotypes
that Mrs Fox shared, or the guitars of young musicians—the “var-
ious articles of ornament and convenience”’—were among the first
things discarded on the epic trash heap which trailed over the moun-
tains. On long uphill grades and over sandy deserts, the wagons had
to be lightened; any materials not essential to survival were fair game
for disposal. Such commodities of woman’s sphere, although func-
tionally useless, provided women with a psychological lifeline to
their abandoned homes and communities, as well as to elements of
their identities which the westward journey threatened to mutilate
or entirely extinguish.5” Losing homely treasures and memorabilia
was yet another defeat within an accelerating process of disposses-
sion.

The male-directed venture likewise encroached upon the Sab-
bath, another female preserve. Through the influence of women'’s
magazines, by mid-century Sunday had become a veritable ladies’
day; women zealously exercised their religious influence and moral
skill on the day of their families’ retirement from the world. Al-
though parties on the Trail often suspended travel on Sundays, the
time only provided the opportunity to unload and dry the precious
cargo of the wagons—seeds, food, and clothing—which otherwise
would rot from dampness. For women whose creed forbade any
worldly activity on the Sabbath, the work was not only irksome and
tedious but profane.

This is Sabath it is a beautiful day but indeed we do not use it as
such for we have not traveled far when we stop in a most lovely
place oh it is such a beautiful spot and take everything out of our
wagon to air them and it is well we done it as the flower was
damp and there was some of the other ones flower was rotten
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. . . and we baked and boiled and washed oh dear me I did not
think we would have abused the sabeth in such a manner. I do
not see how we can expect to get along but we did not intend to
do so before we started.58

Denied a voice in the male sphere that surrounded them, women
were also unable to partake of the limited yet meaningful power of
women with homes. On almost every Sunday, Helen Stewart la-
mented the disruption of a familiar and sustaining order of life,
symbolized by the household goods strewn about the ground to dry:
“We took everything out the wagons and the side of the hill is cov-
ered with flower biscut meat rice oat meal clothes and such a quan-
tity of articles of all discertions to many to mention and childre[n]
included in the number. And hobos that is neather men nor yet boys
being in and out hang about.” 59

The disintegration of the physical base of domesticity was symp-
tomatic of an even more serious disruption in the female subculture.
Because the wagon trains so often broke into smaller units, many
women were stranded in parties without other women. Since there
were usually two or more men in the same family party, some male
friendships and bonds remained intact for the duration of the jour-
ney. But by midway in the trip, female companionship, so valued by
nineteenth-century women, was unavailable to the solitary wife in a
party of hired men, husband, and children that had broken away
from a larger train. Emergencies and quarrels, usually between men,
broke up the parties. Dr. Powers, a particularly ill-tempered man,
decided after many disagreements with others in his train to make
the crossing alone with his family. His wife shared neither his mis-
anthropy nor his grim independence. On the day they separated
from the others, she wrote in her journal: “The women came over to
bid me goodbye, for we were to go alone, all alone. They said there
was no color in my face. I felt as if there was none.”” She perceived
the separation as a banishment, almost a death sentence: “There is
something peculiar in such a parting on the Plains, one there realizes
what a goodbye is. Miss Turner and Mrs. Hendricks were the last to
leave, and they bade me adieu the tears running down their sun-
burnt cheeks. I felt as though my last friends were leaving me, for
what—as I thought then—was a Maniac.” %¢ Charlotte Pengra like-
wise left Missouri with her family in a large train. Several weeks out,
mechanical problems detained some of the wagons, including those
of the other three women. During the month they were separated,
Pengra became increasingly dispirited and anxious: ““The roads have
been good today—I feel lonely and almost disheartened. . . . Can
hear the wolves howl very distinctly. Rather ominis, perhaps you
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think. . . . Feel very tird and lonely—our folks not having come—I
fear some of them ar sick.” Having waited as long as possible for the
others, the advance group made a major river crossing. “Then [ felt
that indeed I had left all my friends,” Pengra wrote, “‘save my hus-
band and his brother, to journey over the dreaded Plains, without
one female acquaintance even for a companion—of course I wept
and grieved about it but to no purpose.” 6?

Others echoed her mourning. “The whipporwills are chirping,”
Helen Stewart wrote, “they bring me in mind of our old farm in
pensillvania the home of my childhood where I have spent the hap-
piest days I will ever see again. . . . I feel rather lonesome today oh
solitude solitude how I love it if I had about a dozen of my compan-
ions to enjoy it with me.”’ 62 Uprootedness took its toll in debilitation
and numbness. After a hard week, men “lolled around in the tents
and on their blankets seeming to realize that the ‘Sabbath was made
for man,” ”’ 63 resting on the palpable achievements of miles covered
and rivers crossed. In contrast, the women ““could not fully appreci-
ate physical rest, and were rendered more uneasy by the continual
passing of emigrant trains all day long. . . . To me, much of the day
was spent in meditating over the past and in forebodings for the
future.” 64

The ultimate expression of this alienation was the pressure to
turn back, to retrace steps to the old life. Occasionally anxiety or
bewilderment erupted into open revolt against going on.

This morning our company moved on, except one family. The
woman got mad and wouldn’t budge or let the children go. He
had the cattle hitched on for three hours and coaxed her to go,
but she wouldn't stir. I told my husband the circumstances and
he and Adam Polk and Mr. Kimball went and each one took a
young one and crammed them in the wagon, and the husband
drove off and left her sitting. . . . She cut across and overtook
her husband. Meantime he sent his boy back to camp after a
horse he had left, and when she came up her husband said, “Did
you meet John?” “Yes,” was the reply, “and I picked up a stone
and knocked out his brains.” Her husband went back to ascer-
tain the truth and while he was gone she set fire to one of the
wagons. . . . He saw the flames and came running and put it
out, and then mustered spunk enough to give her a good flog-
ging.65

Short of violent resistance, it was always possible that circumstances
would force a family to reconsider and turn back. During a cholera
scare in 1852, “women cried, begging their men to take them
back.” 66 When the men reluctantly relented, the writer observed that
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“they did the hooking up of their oxen in a spiritless sort of way,”
while “some of the girls and women were laughing.” 7 There was
little lost and much regained for women in a decision to abandon the
migration.

Both sexes worked, and both sexes suffered. Yet women lacked
a sense of inclusion and a cultural rationale to give meaning to the
suffering and the work; no augmented sense of self or role emerged
from augmented privation. Both women and men also complained,
but women expanded their caviling to a generalized critique of the
whole enterprise. Margaret Chambers felt ““as if we had left all civi-
lization behind us’ %8 after crossing the Missouri, and Harriet Ward’s
cry from South Pass—““Oh, shall we ever live like civilized beings
again?’’ $°—reverberated through the thoughts of many of her sis-
ters. Civilization was far more to these women than law, books, and
municipal government; it was pianos, church societies, daguerreo-
types, mirrors—in short, their homes. At their most hopeful, the
exiles perceived the Trail as a hellish but necessary transition to a
land where they could renew their domestic mission: “Each ad-
vanced step of the slow, plodding cattle carried us farther and farther
from civilization into a desolate, barbarous country. . .. But our
new home lay beyond all this and was a shining beacon that
beckoned us on, inspiring our hearts with hope and courage.” 7° At
worst, temporary exigencies became in the minds of the dispos-
sessed the omens of an irrevocable exile: “We have been travelling
with 25-18-14-129-64-3 wagons—now all alone—how dreary it
seems. Can it be that I have left my quiet little home and taken this
dreary land of solitude in exchange?’’ 7

Only a minority of the women who emigrated over the Overland
Trail were from the northeastern middle classes where the cult of
true womanhood reached its fullest bloom. Yet their responses to the
labor demands of the Trail indicate that “womanliness”” had pene-
trated the values, expectations, and personalities of midwestern farm
women as well as New England “ladies.” “Woman’s sphere” pro-
vided them with companionship, a sense of self-worth, and most
important, independence from men in a patriarchal world. The Trail,
in breaking down sexual segregation, offered women the opportu-
nities of socially essential work. Yet this work was performed in a
male arena, and many women saw themselves as draftees rather than
partners. :

Historians have generally associated ““positive work roles” 72 for
women with the absence of narrowly defined notions of “woman’s
place.” In the best summary of literature on colonial women, for
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example, the authors of Woman in American Society write: “In gen-
eral, neither men nor women seemed concerned with defining what
women were or what their unique contribution to society should be.
. . . Abstract theories about the proper role of women did not stand
in the way of meeting familial and social needs.””7* Conversely, the
ascendancy of ““true womanhood”” and the doctrine of sexual spheres
coincided with the declining importance of the labor of middle- and
upper-class women in a rapidly expanding market economy. On the
Overland Trail, cultural roles and self-definitions conflicted with the
immediate necessities of the socioeconomic situation. Women them-
selves fought to preserve a circumscribed role when material circum-
stances rendered it dysfunctional. Like their colonial great-grand-
mothers on premarket subsistence farms, they labored at socially
indispensable tasks. Yet they refused to appropriate their new work
to their own ends and advantage. In their deepest sense of them-
selves they remained estranged from their function as “able bodies.”

It could be argued that the time span of the trip was not long
enough to alter cultural values. Yet there is evidence that the tensions
of the Trail haunted the small and isolated market farms at the jour-
ney’s end.” Women in the western settlements continued to try to
reinstate a culture of domesticity, although their work as virtual
hired hands rendered obsolete the material base of separate arenas
for women and men.

The notion of subculture employed in this and other studies of
nineteenth-century women is hazy and ill-defined. We need to de-
velop more rigorous conceptions of society, culture, and subculture,
and to clarify the paradoxes of women’s position, both isolated and
integrated, in the dominant social and cultural movements of their
time. Nonetheless, the journals of overland women are irrefutable
testimony to the importance of a separate female province. Such
theorists as Catharine Beecher were acutely aware of the advantages
in keeping life divvied up, in maintaining “two pathways which are
always different” for women and men.?> The women who traveled
on the Overland Trail experienced firsthand the tribulations of inte-
gration which Beecher and her colleagues could predict in theory.
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