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ABSTRACT 

This study examines women's narratives about their experiences on successive 

American frontiers. It analyzes exemplary texts from Puritan women's captivity narratives 

to the eariy 20th-century letters and memoir of Mary Hallock Foote. Close readings of 

those texts reveal how they were influenced at the time of their production, or later 

appropriated for other purposes, by white male authority figures, reflecting an attitude that 

women's stories are fair game for reinterpretation and that women's concerns about such 

reinterpretations are irrelevant 

Examples of influence include the captivity narratives of Mary Rowlandson (1682) 

and Hannah Swarton (1697). The composition and publication of their narratives was 

encouraged and approved by Puritan leaders Increase Mather (Rowlandson) and Cotton 

Mather (Swarton) as effective religious and political propaganda. Examples of 

appropriation include Cotton Mather's representation of the captivity of Hannah Dustin 

(1697), a story later revised by both Nathaniel Hawthorne and Henry David Thoreau; 

Frederick Manfred's Scarlet Plume (1964), based on Sarah Wakefield's Six Weeks in the 

Sioux Tepees (IS64); and Wallace Stegner's Angle of Repose (1972), which draws on and 

quotes extensively from—but never credits—the memoirs and letters of writer and illustrator 

Mary Hallock Foote. 

Analyses of these texts and of sensationalized representations of "Bandit Queen" Belle 

Starr explore the purposes and results of such influence and appropriation. Women's 

voices were encouraged when they served approved purposes, such as justifying religious 

faith and encouraging anti-Indian sentiment, characteristics of most captivity narratives. 

However, some women's behavior was deemed unacceptable or problematic: Hannah 



Dustin's killing and scalping of her Indian captors, Sarah Wakefield's outrage at U.S. 

government Indian policies which triggered the 1862 Dakota Uprising, the unjust execution 

of her captor/rescuer, and the impugning of her chastity; Belle Starr's unorthodox lifestyle 

and marriages to outlaws and Indians; and (in Stegner's view) Mary Hallock Foote's 

alleged snobbishness. Whether they valorized conventional attitudes and beliefs, invoked 

questions of conscience with regard to recognized authority, or were deliberately 

provocative and rebellious, these women's attempts at self-representation through words or 

actions were mediated in various ways by their relationships to male-dominated power 
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INTRODUCTION 

When one thinks of literary or film representations of the American frontier, the 

names that come to mind are almost invariably male: James Fenimore Cooper, Zane Grey, 

Louis L'Amour, John Wayne, Clint Eastwood, to name just a few. Persistent prodding 

produces a few women's names. In The Novel of the American West (1980) John R. 

Milton allows Willa Gather and Mary Austin-especially Austin—into the canon of Western 

writers, although his discussion of them is brief. Jane Tompkins, in West of Everything 

(1992), acknowledges that "although Westerns have traditionally been fare for men and not 

for women, women can feel engaged by them" (17), yet she also sets up the sentimental 

novel—that province of the woman writer which Leslie Redler melodramatically refers to as 

"women's own literature of self-pity and self-glorification (Redler 78)—as "the real 

antagonist of the Westem" (37-38), effectively excluding the possibility of signiflcant 

women's writing about the frontier. 

Tompkins has a point. The most popular, most influential representations of the 

American frontier have generally been products of the male perspective. In his landmark 

1893 essay on 'The Significance of the Frontier in American History," Frederick Jackson 

Turner put forth in one sentence what would become known as the "frontier hypothesis": 

'The existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of 

American settlement westward, explain American development" (27). Turner argues that 
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the frontier experience was what created a composite American nationality out of the setders 

of varied backgrounds who moved westward in waves to tame the wildemess. Women 

made up a significant part of those waves of settlement, but Turner makes no mention of 

them. This omission went largely unremarked for many years, since it is in accord with the 

general practice of historians, literary and otherwise. However, almost twenty years of 

feminist critique has more recently attempted to remedy that imbalance.' 

According to Redler in The Return of the Vanishing American, the frontier, from the 

earliest Puritan settlements along the Atlantic coast to the far West of the late nineteenth 

century, has been a place for men, and the stories that come out of it, at least the ones that 

matter, are men's stories. Redler writes that "westering, in America, means leaving the 

domain of the female" (60) in search of a mythic land of adventure and opportimity for the 

runaway "refugee American Male" (80). When white women intrude upon that male space 

they do so in order to civilize the wildemess and its inhabitants, including those white men 

who have gone there specifically to escape the feminizing restrictions of white civilization. 

What this means, imply Fiedler and innumerable writers of fiction (and perhaps some 

historians), is that the fun is over. The stories must be changed to include women. Those 

women are generally represented as helpless victims to be rescued from Indians and other 

perils, or as sunbonneted "gentle tamers"2 who labor and suffer their way onto the 

pedestals built for them by the men who claim to own the stories. 

But women did tell their own stories of the frontier and created their own 

representations of themselves, and those representations did not necessarily coincide with 

the images favored by the white male authority figures who were engaged in the 

simultaneous enterprises of keeping order on the home front and marketing the frontier for 

mass consumption. Such figures, from Puritan clergymen like Cotton Mather to later 
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government and military leaders, from the dime novelists of the nineteenth century to 

respected twentieth century authors like Frederick Manfred and Wallace Stegner, involved 

themselves in various ways with women's representations of themselves and their 

experiences. They influenced composition, controlled access to publication, approved, 

disapproved, appropriated and rewrote women's stories to suit their own personal or 

political purposes. If there was a conflict between two versions of the same story, it was 

usually the male writer's voice that would be granted credibility, even if it meant calling the 

woman who had experienced the actual events a liar. 

My purpose is to examine, through readings of selected texts, the kinds of things that 

happened when male authority figures took women's frontier texts "in hand," either to 

influence their composition or to censor, sensationalize, or otherwise appropriate or revise 

them. The scope is as chronologically and geographically broad as Turner's definition of 

frontier, that continuously receding area of "free land," moving from seventeenth-century 

New England to the twentieth-century Far West The women whose stories I examine are 

as diverse as the landscapes and historical periods which produced them. They include 

devout Puritan matrons, a rebellious and outspoken nineteenth-century doctor's wife, an 

alleged outlaw, and a successful fiction writer and artist. The kinds of influence and/or 

appropriation to which their self-representations have been subjected vary too, reflecting 

changing American cultural constructs and values as the nation moved westward and 

forward. What remains constant is their experience, in the history of their stories and self-

representations, of an underlying assumption that women's stories are less than credible, or 

somehow not quite worthwhile, without some male assistance. That assistance might be a 

Puritan clergyman's guiding hand in the composition and his graciously granted authority 

to publish, or it might be the wholesale appropriation and sensationalized revision of a 
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woman's character and history. In either case, the point is that her representation of herself 

never seems to be enough. It is not credible enough (because she is only a woman), not 

supportive enough of a particular religious or political ideology, not virtuous enough for 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, or not wanton and lascivious enough for the 

nineteenth and twentieth. 

I offer an admittedly small sampling of women and their stories. In making my 

choices I have left out large geographic areas which are also rich sources of accounts of 

women's frontier experiences and which would equally reward close study: the Southeast, 

the Southwest, the Great Plains, the Pacific Northwest. My rationale for these apparent 

exclusions is that I never intended to compile a complete collection of such texts or 

experiences. My intention was, rather, to look closely at a few women whose stories have 

been treated in ways that illustrate patterns of censorship, dismissal, appropriation, and re

invention. 

One constant in these women's frontier experiences was the encounter with the alien, 

the 'other," both in the landscape and in the people who occupied that landscape. The 

American experience has always been that the subjugation of that "other," of the land and 

its original inhabitants, was somehow divinely ordained. Thus their representation had 

important political implications, and some male authorities were quick to see the efficacy of 

utilizing women's experiences with Native Americans to promote their own agendas of 

removing the Natives and occupying their land. This is most apparent in the Indian 

captivity narrative. Mary White Rowlandson's 1682 narrative of her captivity initiated the 

first truly American literary genre. Her text, with its essential focus on confrontation with a 

cultural other within the context of a strange and threatening landscape, laid the foundations 

not only for hundreds more in the genre, but also for innumerable other, more varied 
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accounts of frontier experiences. The cultural other would often consist of Indians, as in 

the captivity stories of Hannah Dustin, Hannah Swarton, and Sarah Wakefield, but it might 

also include French Catholics (Hannah Swarton), Yankees and other post-Civil War 

representatives of law and order (Belle Starr), or uncultured white westerners (Mary 

Hallock Foote). 

The fact that women themselves were also seen as "other," as Fiedler makes so 

clear, creates an additional double distancing from the authoritative white male perspective, 

which further justifies interference with their texts. Women's representations of and 

reactions to the cultural other were regularly subjected to intense scrutiny, lest they fail to 

support a rhetoric of what amounted to genocide in the service of colonial expansion. I 

begin this study with an examination of Rowlandson, Dustin. and Swarton, Puritan 

matrons whose experiences of Indian captivity provided useful religious and anti-Indian 

propaganda. With the help of their ministerial sponsors, Rowlandson and Swarton 

produced documents that confirmed the faith of their readers and reinforced their anti-

Indian and in Swarton's case, anti-French) sentiments. Hannah Dustin's behavior was 

more problematic; her story was useful as propaganda except for the way she overstepped 

gender boundaries by killing and scalping her captors and rescuing herself. Still, by 

appropriating the telling of it Cotton Mather was able to shape his representation of her as 

the protagonist and compose a sermon that artfully argues for faith in God and feminine 

submission while simultaneously justifying the slaughter of Indian women and children. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, a century and a half later, would rail again at Hannah Dustin's 

inappropriate and unwomanly actions, while Henry David Thoreau would simply write her 

out of her own story. 
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If these Early American women needed authoritative masculine assistance in narrating 

their captivity experiences, that assistance became more essential as anti-Indian rhetoric 

began to include the threat of sexual violence against white women as yet another 

justification for genocide. Early captivity narratives may have been tenifyingly violent but 

the violence in them was not sexual. As the ever-receding frontier line moved west of the 

Mississippi, captivity narratives began to include horrifying accounts of rape which not 

only titillated readers' imaginations but fanned the fires of paranoia and hatred against 

Indians. Those women who resisted the re-creation of such propagandizing paranoia in 

their writing or their actions made themselves vulnerable to gossip, at the very least, and to 

possible vilification and ostracism. Sensationalized stories would be told about them, 

while their own recountings of their own experiences were often ignored or disbelieved. 

This is what happened to Sarah Wakefield, who was both branded as an "Indian 

lover" and whose alleged sexual transgressions brought her the kind of notoriety her 

narrative. Six Weeks in the Sioux Tepees, was written (unsuccessfully) to deflect. In the 

second chapter I discuss the appearance of a sort of veiled pornography as racist 

propaganda in later captivity narratives and what happened to Sarah Wakefleld when she 

refused to follow that pattern in her own narrative. 

Accusations of sexual transgression are also central to the complicated and varied 

representations of Belle Starr, the alleged "outlaw queen" whose marriages to three outlaws 

(two of them Cherokee) and friendships with Confederate guerrillas like Cole Younger and 

Jesse James brought her a legendary notoriety. Historical evidence, including her own 

letters and other self-representations, contradicts her lawless and promiscuous image. I 

examine her history and legend in the third chapter. Starr, who never experienced Indian 

captivity and apparently chafed at some social restrictions, became captive to a 
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sensationalized image imposed upon her by gossip, an image that would become even more 

melodramatic and overblown after her death. Sarah Wakefield, the respectable doctor's 

wife, and Belle Starr, the Confederate sympathizer and companion of outlaws, may have 

seemed outwardly to have little in common, but both were intelligent, outspoken women 

whose views were at odds with those of the majority. When they told their stories they 

found audiences, but not necessarily sympathetic or believing audiences. Instead, their 

images survive through fictionalized and highly sensationalized accounts of their lives. 

All these women had assigned roles to play on successive American frontiers. Some, 

like Mary Rowlandson and Hannah Swarton, seem to have willingly submitted to male 

authority and consented to live out those roles. Others, like Hamiah Dustin, Sarah 

Wakefield, and Belle Starr, spoke or acted out their discontents and were silenced or 

ignored while others' representations (or misrepresentations) of them and their behavior 

were believed. But fault could be found with even the most conventional or traditional 

woman's self-representation, which is what happened to Mary Hallock Foote when 

Wallace Stegner decided to use that Victorian gentlewoman's life as the subject of his 

novel. Angle of Repose. In many ways Foote epitomized the civilizing influence of the 

"gentle tamer," although she was also a talented and successful illustrator and writer. But 

because he decided she was a snob, and because he felt she was not a properly supportive 

wife, Stegner rewrote her stoiy to include a sexual transgression that never occurred, and 

when that fiction had painful consequences for Foote's descendants, Stegner went on the 

defensive and cast himself as the victim. Stegner's rewriting of Foote's life is the subject 

of my final chapter. 

The frontier was a space in which American males could attempt to redefine their own 

individualism, in those "unexplored regions where women flinch" (Fiedler 106). But real 
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women did not necessarily flinch. Sometimes they questioned or rejected the frontier's 

particularly masculinist values, as articulated by Fiedler and others, and claimed rights of 

self-expression and self-determination—by choosing to stay with or at least defend the 

Indians, like Sarah Wakefield; by finding pleasure in "howling wilderness" or by drawing 

pictures and writing novels rather than canning peaches and mending socks, like Mary 

Hallock Foote; or by combining radical oppositions, such as Belle Starr's educational and 

domestic accomplishments with her outlaw and Indian affiliations, in one lifestyle. Such 

behavior was disconcerting, if not dowmight threatening enough, that male authority 

figures could feel the right, the obligation, or even the compulsion to influence, censor, or 

simply rewrite women's stories to bring them into line with generally accepted ideologies 

of individuality and domesticity, even when such actions violated the truth of women's 

self-representations. These men exercised that control over women's stories in a variety of 

ways, as the following examples will illustrate. 
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I 

"HIS PREOOUS SERVANT AND HANDMAID": 

EARLY PURITAN WOMEN'S CAPTIVITY NARRATIVES 

The publication in 1682 of Mary Rowlandson's narrative of her captivity among the 

Nipmuck and Narragansett Indians during King Philip's war marked the emergence of the 

first uniquely American literary genre. The earliest captivity narratives—particularly 

Rowlandson's, which set the pattern for those which were to follow—have been interpreted 

primarily as religious documents, accounts of the captive's journey through a spiritual as 

well as a literal wilderness. Roy Harvey Pearce suggests that the development of the genre 

charts an evolutionary course from "simple, direct religious documents" to explicit 

"vehicle[s] of anti-Indian hatred" to sensationalized "noisomely visceral thriller [s|" (1). 

The first two stages are difficult to separate, particularly in the early accounts. This is 

because the two motivations—religious and political—were not originally separate, either in 

the minds of the captives or, more significantly, in the minds of their ministerial sponsors. 

The early Puritan captivity narrative in fact develops as a sort of composite genre, 

containing elements of spiritual autobiography, religious and political tract, and even 

conduct manual, brought together to articulate a particular complex of concerns which are 

important on both individual and community levels. 
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In The Imaginary Puritan, Nancy Armstrong and Leonard Tennenhouse suggest that 

the early women's captivities, beginning with Rowlandson, can be read as contributing to a 

significant turning point in literature, when "writing itself began to operate according to 

what has been called the principle of supplementarity; it added something that required a 

thoroughgoing intemal reorganization of the culture" (22). The very existence of the 

Puritan colonies represented such a reorganization in English culture of the mid- to late 

seventeenth century. The colonies were also in the throes of ongoing internal and external 

conflicts, which can be very broadly categorized as related first to issues of diminished 

religious commitment among the second generation of colonists, and second, to the 

seemingly endless warfare with the Indians and the French. All these concerns are 

reflected to varying degrees in early Puritan women's captivity narratives where, on the 

most concrete level, the "added something" is simply the woman's published narrative 

voice. Even though such publication required ministerial approval, sponsorship, and 

possibly unwelcome collaboration, the voices and stories of these individual women added 

a distinctive and unsettling thread to the relatively uniform fabric of acceptable written 

public discourse. They also marked the beginning of a widening acceptance of women's 

writing in America as something suitable for general publication. 

According to Armstrong and Tennenhouse, "It is what might be called feminine 

writing that declares itself by nature detached from politics and history so that it might 

change the status, behavior, and political objectives of writing" (24). These declarations 

of detachment appear in most women's writing of this period, as apologetic professions 

of humility and of a feminine inadequacy to understand or comment upon "politics and 

history." Mary Rowlandson emphasizes her individual spiritual and physical weaknesses 

and travails, and her inadequacy even to convey her personal feelings: "It is not my tongue 
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or pen can express the sorrows of my heart and bitterness of my spirit" {ATH 34). Hannah 

Swarton ends her account of theological disputes with her French Catholic captors by 

negating her own intellect and memory: "But it's bootless for me, a poor woman, to 

acquaint the world with what arguments I used, if I could now remember them; and many 

of them are slipt out of my memory" {HFD 359). In spite of such self-negating statements. 

Rowlandson and others did manage to comment on the politics and history in which they 

figured. Although she claims only to be noting "a few remarkable passages of 

Providence," Rowlandson, for example, provides a detailed comparison of how the 

English and the Indians deployed their respective forces and resources, and implies defmite 

spiritual and military inadequacies on the part of the English {ATH 59-60). Hannah 

Swarton quotes her Indian mistress as saying "that had the English been as careful to 

instruct her in our religion as the French were to instruct her in theirs, she might have been 

of our religion" {HFD 357). Such observations reiterate arguments that Puritan divines like 

Increase and Cotton Mather had previously thundered from their pulpits. By venturing 

political commentary indirectly and undercover of feminine meekness and submission, 

captivity narratives could effectively reinforce the political positions of the captives' 

ministerial sponsors. 

In the event that a captive's story contained elements that might be deemed subversive 

with respect to her sponsor's position, he could exercise his ministerial authority over the 

composition, publication, and public reception of the narrative since, in the Puritan 

theocracy, the clergy controlled the press. This exercise of authority might take the form 

of a preface or endorsement instructing the reader to approach a text in a certain way and 

directing him or her to a particular interpretation, as is the case with Mary Rowlandson's 

narrative. Or the ministerial sponsor might simply appropriate the story and compose the 
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published version himself, as Conon Mather did with the narrative of Hannah Dustin's 

captivity. In other cases, like that of Hannah Swarton (1697), sponsors controlled what 

women captives wrote and published by acting as editors and collaborators to varying 

degrees. Encouraging adaptations of the forms of spiritual autobiography, religious or 

political tract, and conduct manual, forms with which the public was already familiar and 

which writers would therefore find comfortable to use, was one way of ensuring that a text 

did not stray too far from orthodoxy. 

"Feminine writing" did of course exist in the Puritan colonies before the publication of 

Rowlandson's narrative. Anne Bradstreet's The Tenth Muse, Lately Sprung Up in 

America, the first collection of verse produced in the New Worid, had been published in 

1650 (supposedly without her knowledge), and manuscripts of mothers' advice books and 

other female-authored spiritual and domestic reflections apparently circulated among 

colonial women. • However, it is clear from the preface to Rowlandson's narrative by the 

pseudonymous Per Amicum (almost certainly Increase Mather^) that in 1682 the 

publication of a woman's writing still required Justification by both scriptural and 

ministerial authority. It is also clear that Per Amicum felt Rowlandson's text had the 

potential to further his version of the Puritan spiritual and political agenda to a degree that 

warranted lifting the restrictions on women's public writing. 

In 1697 Increase Mather's son. Cotton, published Humiliations Follow'd with 

Deliverances, which contains his account of Hannah Dustin's Indian captivity and her 

escape. Appended to the published sermon, with no preface or apology, was the first-

person narrative of the captivity of another woman, Hannah Swarton. The fifteen years 

between the publications of A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary 

Rowlandson and Humiliations Follow'd with Deliverances mark a period of transition in 



which it is possible to trace a sort of generational shift, from father (Increase Mather) to son 

(Cotton Mather), in white male authority figures' published statements regarding their 

attitudes toward women's writing. The focus of this examination of these three captivity 

narratives—Rowlandson's, Dustin's, and Swarton's—is on how the captives and their 

ministerial sponsors influenced evolving public perceptions of women's writing, and how 

in doing so they adapted elements of the already-existing genres of spiritual autobiography 

or conversion narrative, religious or political tract, and conduct manual. 

Mary Rowlandson: Prototype 

A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson (1682)3 

provides clear examples of the multiplicity of concerns, perspectives, and genres which 

influenced its composition and that of many captivity narratives which followed it. Packed 

with scriptural quotations and accounts of the author's gradual spiritual illumination, it is 

indeed an extremely detailed and moving spiritual autobiography. Mary White 

Rowlandson, the daughter of John White, her community's wealthiest landowner, and 

wife of Joseph Rowlandson, its first minister, was about forty years old at the time her 

story took place. She, her mortally-wounded six-year-old daughter Sarah, and her two 

other children were among the twenty-four residents of Lancaster, Massachusetts who 

were taken captive when the town was attacked and destroyed on February 10, 1676. 

After nine excruciating days Sarah died. Rowlandson, in spite of her grief and fear, 

survived by a combination of faith and practical common sense, utilizing her knitting and 

sewing skills to carve out an economic space for herself among her captors. 

She was held captive for a total of eleven weeks and five days, a period which she 

divides into "removes" in her narrative, indicating the removals of the Indians and their 



captives from one town or camp to another to escape the pursuing English forces, "leaving 

farther [Rowlandson'sl own Countrey, and travelling into the vast and howling 

Wilderness" {ATH 41). On May 3, 1676, Mary Rowiandson was ransomed for £20 worth 

of goods and returned to her husband. Some weeks later her two surviving children, ten-

year-old Mary and fourteen-year-old Joseph, were also released. The reunited family 

eventually settled in Wethersfield, Connecticut, where Joseph Rowiandson died the 

following year.-^ His last sermon, on The Possibility of God's Forsaking a People That 

Have Been Visibly Near <fe Dear to Him, was published as an appendix to the first editions 

of his wife's narrative. 

As a conversion (or re-conversion) narrative, Mary Rowlandson's story not only 

reflects her individual experiences, but also illustrates on an individual level serious 

concerns which Puritan leaders like Increase Mather perceived as aifecting the colonies in 

general. Mather believed the war was God's punishment for New England's sins and saw 

the Indians as "Atheistical...diabolical Creatures"^ who were nonetheless God's agents in 

meting out that punishment The first generation of colonists had seemed to have a clear 

vision of their mission in the New World: as God's chosen people, they had been called to 

build a new Jerusalem, a sanctified nation in the American wilderness. But by around 

1660 the clarity of that vision, especially among the second generation, had faded and been 

replaced by more worldly ambitions and concerns. The "solidarity and religious 

commitment of the Puritan community of Visible Saints" was in serious decline (Slotkin 

and Folsom 58). 

Because so many of the new generation were failing to experience conversion, church 

membership was alarmingly diminished, and because civil franchise was restricted to 

church members, many colonists were effectively disenfranchised. As an attempt to 
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remedy this falling away from the church, the Half-Way Covenant was adopted in 1662. It 

provided conditional communion and church membership to the "respectable children of 

converted church members" with the hope that they would eventually present acceptable 

proof of conversion and be admitted to full church membership (Lang 15). 

While the Half-Way Covenant succeeded in increasing church membership, a growing 

number of colonists were succumbing to land hunger and moving away from the 

established settlements, away from the authority of churches and ministers, and into 

conflict with the Indians whose lands they occupied. Cotton Mather, in his Short History 

of New England (1694), described the perils of moving beyond the protective hedge of the 

theocratic community; 

Observe Goings out as well as Breakings in, if you would see where the Hedge is 

deficient....Ah! Lord! Is there no way for us to hinder our Sons, from Going out 

at our Wall, that they may among, I know not what Cursed Crues, Offer 

themselves a Burnt Offering unto the Devil?....Do our Old People any of them 

Go out from the Institutions of God, Swarming into new Settlements, where they 

and their Untaught Families are like to Perish for Lack of Vision? (42-43) 

The dangers inherent in this "Lack of Vision" were both spiritual and temporal, with 

settlers' (and their children's) souls at risk from a lack of religious education and guidance, 

while their bodies were at risk of attack by Indians. The "Goings out" of land-hungry 

colonists might also endanger their less adventurous brethren, by precipitating violent 

retaliation in the form of "Breakings in" on properly established settlements, like the Indian 

attack on Lancaster that resulted in Mary Rowlandson's captivity. 
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In A Brief History of the War with the Indians in New England (1676), Increase 

Mather records the Puritan leadership's attempts to remedy the more generalized sense of 

sin that was blamed for the colonies' afflictions: 

October 13 [16751. The General Court sat in Boston, during this Session, a 

Committee was...appointed in order to a Reformation of those Evils which have 

provoked the Lord to bring the Sword upon us, and to withdraw from our Armies 

from time to time.... (98) The 

reforms the committee proposed (at Mather's instigation), and which the General Court 

signed into law on October 19, included provisions regarding clothing and hairstyles. 

Sabbath observance, toleration of "false Worshippers, especially idolatrous Quakers," 

"excess in drinking," "Swearing," and the suppression of "Indian Trading-Houses, 

whereby the Heathen have been debauched and scandalized against religion" (ABH 98-99). 

Mather knew, of course, that no outside authority could command colonists' hearts or 

souls, or enforce conversion. That was a matter between God and the individual. The 

Puritan magistrates' efforts could only enforce outward compliance, the appearance of 

reformation, not the more important inner conversion or justification which had to precede 

it in a genuine conversion process. 

The conversion process for an individual required that he or she feel convicted of 

sinfulness and, after acknowledging those sins, commit "his or her life to faith and an 

unremitting struggle to avoid temptation and live in God's grace.Mather's efforts to 

legislate morality came at the process backwards. But a few years later, the publication of 

Mary Rowlandson's narrative would to some degree vindicate his basic conviction that the 

war was to be viewed as divine punishment and a test of faith, one that New England had, 

after many trials and afflictions, finally passed. As spiritual autobiography, her individual 



25 

story details in microcosm the spiritual state of Puritan New England, its sufferings, and its 

eventual redemption, with Mary Rowlandson symbolically standing in for the colonies as a 

whole. 

Amanda Porterfield describes the ways in which images of female piety like 

Rowlandson's became essential to the Puritan self-concept of both men and women; 

Female images of faith...were essential to both men and women as symbols that 

defined the self in its incipiently modem context, with...images of wifely devotion 

representing the self-control, respect for authority, and concern for feeling that 

affected sociability and social responsibility. Images of female piety represented the 

humility and readiness to blame oneself that encouraged Puritans to... invest 

themselves with responsibility for social order. 

...This association of female piety with redemptive suffering...enabled Maiy 

Rowlandson to associate her sufferings with those of Israel and New England in 

her widely read narrative. (6) 

As the bride of Christ, the church/colony was to embody submissiveness to divine 

authority, just as the Bible enjoined wives to be submissive to their husbands (Col. 3:18, 

Titus 2:5,1 Peter 3:1). The "humility and readiness to blame oneself [and thus claim] 

responsibility for social order" that Porterfield cites is evident on the larger socio-political 

scale in the way Mather and others placed most of the blame for the war on a generalized 

sense of New England's sins against God (see the list of reforms above) rather than on 

concrete and particular offenses against the Indians. Near the end of her narrative, in a 

listing of "a few remarkable passages of Providence," Mary Rowlandson echoes this idea: 

"our perverse and evil carriages in the sight of the Lord have so offended him; that, instead 
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of turning his hand against [the Indians], the Lord feeds and nourishes them up to be a 

scourge to the whole land" {ATH 57). 

On a personal level, Rowlandson's narrative also reinforces the ideas of responsibility 

and redemptive suffering that Mather wished to convey with regard to New England as a 

whole. As the suffering woman held captive, Rowlandson becomes emblematic of the 

image of New England as Judea capta, the new Israel scourged and tested in a wildemess 

of sin. In The Land Before Her, Annette Kolodny explains the uses of this particular 

biblical type, by which the E*uritans understood their own afflictions in terms of the 

captivities and wilderness testings endured in the Old Testament by God's first "chosen 

people." The individual captive Puritan woman, "languishing...in the rugged wildemess 

retreats of the Indian," with no hope of rescue save through the grace of God, not only 

represented New England, but also echoed the first Israel, languishing in Babylonian or 

Roman captivity because its people had grown complacent and had forsaken their God and 

his commandments (Kolodny 20-24). 

Mary Rowlandson brought that image to life, illustrating through her own experiences 

and reflections the possibility of attaining redemption and salvation through affliction. As 

Charles E. Hambrick-Stowe notes, "Mrs. Rowlandson was not undergoing first 

conversion....[Herl journey was one of trial and refinement, of reexperiencing the 

redemptive drama as growth in grace" (259). Her narrative goes beyond the standard 

requirements of spiritual autobiography in its richness of detail, as her "removes" take her 

farther from home and yet, she insists, closer to God. 

The spiritual autobiography or conversion narrative was a highly conventionalized 

form in which the writer or narrator assembled the evidence for divine favor toward him or 

herself. (Those who could not write could dictate their experiences to the ministers and 
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elders who assembled to judge the sincerity and validity of the statement.) While each 

individual's experience was of course different, there was a definite formula to be 

followed, so that in many, if not most, cases, "the autobiographical act [was] reduced to 

testifying that one's experience has conformed, with allowable variations, to a certain 

pattern of feeling and behavior" (Shea 91). That pattern began with an anxiety that 

culminated in the aforementioned conviction of sinfulness, followed by a new (or renewed) 

commitment to live by faith, to avoid sin, and to continually seek signs of God's grace in 

one's own heart and in outside events. Mary Rowlandson's re-conversion narrative 

contains all these elements. 

Anxiety is far too mild a word for Rowlandson's emotions following her capture. 

However, by the third morning of her captivity, she had begun to think beyond the moment 

at hand and to reflect upon how her past behavior might have led to her present condition; 

The next day was the Sabbath; I then remembered how careless I had been of 

God's holy time; how many Sabbaths I had lost and misspent, and how evilly I had 

walked in God's sight; which lay so close upon my Spirit, that it was easie for me to see 

how righteous it was with God to cut off the thread of my life, and cast me out of his 

presence forever. (ATH 35) As quickly as 

Rowlandson arrives at this self-indictment, her contrition is rewarded by a sign of God's 

favor in the person of another English captive who tells her how to use oak leaves to heal 

her gunshot wound. After Sarah dies and she is forbidden to visit her other daughter, an 

Indian gives her a Bible, which becomes her greatest source of comfort throughout her 

ordeal. This pattern is repeated throughout her account, as episodes of despair are relieved 

by signs of God's grace, usually in the form of some act of kindness on the part of her 

captors. However, in most such incidences it is not the Indians' thoughtfulness but '*the 



wonderful mercy of God" which she acknowledges as the source of her relief. Mary 

Rowlandson is never guilty of unorthodox interpretation of signs. 

Her confessions continue. Before her captivity she had wasted time "sucking a 

stinking Tobacco-pipe" but no more, not even when it is offered by King Philip himself 

{ATM 42). She had been complacent regarding her prosperous life in Lancaster, and at the 

same time envious of those who were "under many trials and afflictions." She had felt 

"jealous least I should have my portion in this life; and that Scripture would come to my 

mind, Heb. xii 6, For whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth, and scourgeth every Son 

whom he receiveth" (ATH 65). Rowlandson sees the irony in this last confession, and 

realizes that her greedy wish to exhibit her specialness to God may have brought down 

more affliction upon her as punishment.'^ Mary Rowlandson's narrative ends as a proper 

spiritual autobiography should. She has learned to look beyond her sufferings, " these 

outward things," which are "but a shadow, a blast, a bubble, and things of no continuance 

... we must rely on God himself, and our whole dependence must be on him" {ATH 65). 

Per Amicum's preface urges the reader to view Rowlandson's narrative as a religious 

document of such importance that its publication warrants a lifting of the usual restrictions 

against women speaking in public. It is apparent from her text that Rowlandson herself is 

well aware of those restrictions, and she is careful not to violate the conventions upon 

which her text's acceptability depends. Its publication is excusable partly because that was 

not the author's intention; as the extended title makes clear, Rowlandson's text was 

"Written by her own Hand, for her Private Use," and is only made public "at the earnest 

Desire of some Friends" {ATH 27). Somewhat contradictorily, however, Rowlandson 

also states that "one principal ground of [her] setting forth these few Lines [is]... To 

declare the works of the Lord, and his wonderful power..." {ATH 42). This statement 
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can be read as a vow or promise, and since such a declaration requires an audience. Per 

Amicum asks readers to "Excuse her then, if she come thus into the publick, to pay those 

Vows" and to glorify "the Sovereignty of God" {ATH 30). Per Amicum further provides 

scriptural precedent and justification with verses from the Psalms, quoting David's 

invitation; "O magnifie the Lord with me, let us exalt his Name together, Psal. xxxiv.3" 

(-477/ 30). The connection between David's thanksgiving and the Puritans' rejoicing at the 

return of the captives and the end of the war is not coincidental. The description of the 

ritual meal that follows David's restoration of the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem (2 

Samuel 6:19) is one of the few places in the Bible which shows men and women 

participating equally in religious observance. Such referents provide additional support for 

the publication of Rowlandson's narrative, which celebrates her restoration to her family 

and community. 

Puritan documents of the period, such as Increase Mather's own A Brief History, 

specialized in providing religious justification for political actions, so that political and 

religious tracts and arguments become one and the same thing. As filled with scriptures 

and religious commentary as both Per Amicum's preface and Rowlandson's own text are, 

it is clear that the combined texts are aimed toward furthering a particular, religiously-

justified, political agenda which would legitimize both the Puritan position during the war 

and subsequent Indian policy. Neither the preface nor Rowlandson's actual narrative begin 

as religious documents. The preface opens with a summary of the events leading up to the 

attack on Lancaster; God's providence is first mentioned about one-third of the way 

through Per Amicum's text. Rowlandson's story begins in medias res, with violence, with 

fire and blood and images of her captors as "merciless heathens .... gaping before us 

with their Guns, Spears and Hatchets to devour us" (ATH 32). The preface urges readers 
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to keep such horrific (and by 1682, familiar) images in mind, for "none can imagine, what 

it is to be captivated, and enslaved to such Atheistical, proud, wild, cruel, barbarous, 

brutish, (in one word,) diabolical Creatures as these, the worst of the heathen" {ATH 30). 

The concern here is both spiritual and political: the captive's soul is unquestionably at risk 

from these "Atheistical" and "diabolical Creatures," and the dangers the Indians pose to the 

bodies and souls of good Christians justify their extermination. It is obvious to Per 

Amicum that God is on the side of the Puritans, 

That God is indeed the supream Lord of the Worid; ruling the most unruly, 

weakening the most cruel and salvage: granting his People mercy in the sight of 

the most unmerciful: curbing the lusts of the most filthy, holding the hands of 

the violent, delivering the prey from the mighty, and gathering together the out

casts of Israel. {ATH 31) 

The events of Rowlandson's narrative thus provide evidence not only of her own salvation, 

in the manner of the spiritual autobiography or conversion narrative, but also of the 

potential deliverance of the rest of God's people, who in spite of their transgressions may 

yet be brought through their trials and out of both the metaphorical wilderness of sin and 

the literal wilderness of uncolonized New England. Equally important, however, is the 

narrative's reassurance that Puritan readers have been correct all along in their perceptions 

of "the Heathen People amongst whom we live, and whose Land the Lord God of our 

Fathers hath given to us for a rightfull Possession."® 

However, as her account progresses, Rowlandson's descriptions of the Indians also 

evolve. At first an indistinguishable crowd of "ravenous Bears" and "Barbarous 

Creatures" {ATH 33), they develop into individuals, many of whom are capable of 

kindness and some of whom, like King Philip and Rowlandson's master Quannopin, are 
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these individuals as subverting her more broadly expressed anti-Indian feeling, as 

somehow out of step with the general Puritan agenda. It is not quite that simple. The 

contradictions of Rowlandson's changeable view of her captors—after her release she refers 

to them once again as an undifferentiated lot of "merciless and cruel Heathen" (ATH 62)— 

reflect larger contradictions in the Puritans' view of the natives and what the colonies' 

policies should be toward them. Some considered their missionizing efforts among the 

Indians to have failed completely; Rowlandson herself expressed contempt for "praying 

Indians" {ATH 34, 54-55). Others, like Cotton Mather, would continue to promote 

missionary work and to claim success in establishing settlements of Christianized Indians, 

although he distinguished sharply between those Indian congregations and the "Ravenous 

howling Wolves" who remained unconverted.^ Per Amicum's position, however, is clear. 

The Indians, whether acting on their own devilish account or as "heathen agents of the 

Divine Will," lO have been righteously defeated by the grace of God. "Reader" he 

thunders, "if thou gettest no good by such a Declaration as this, the fault must needs be 

thine own" {ATH 31). God's favor has been restored to his people in large part because of 

the prayers and repentance of godly Christians like Mary Rowlandson, whose attitudes and 

conduct throughout her afflictions could serve as examples to her readers. 

Aside from its uses as religious and political propaganda, the ideal captivity narrative, 

for which Rowlandson's was the prototype, had an educational function. Mary 

Rowlandson's behavior during her captivity conformed to what was expected of a woman, 

according to the models presented in conduct manuals like Cotton Mather's Ornaments for 

the Daughters ofZion (I692).i • Such texts ''contained advice on everything from table 

manners to salvation, shaping colonial role definitions and behavioral standards," writes 
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readers saw how one woman applied what she had learned about proper and godly 

behavior to the most challenging situation imaginable for a colonial woman. 

If in her text Rowlandson subjects herself to painful soul-searching with regard to her 

spiritual condition, she suffers from no ambivalence about what constitutes sensible and 

pragmatic behavior in earthly terms, setting a powerful example in this respect as well. No 

helpless or passive victim, from the very beginning of her captivity Mary Rowlandson is 

determined to survive. "I had often before this said, that if the Indians should come, I 

should chuse rather to be killed by them than taken alive; but when it came to the trial my 

mind changed" {ATH 33). This statement comes shortly after her account of her sister's 

death. Elizabeth Kerley, hearing that one of her children was dead and seeing that 

Rowlandson was wounded, prayed to die with them and was immediately felled by a bullet 

{ATH 32-33). David Minter contends that Rowlandson "makes the lives of other sufferers 

exemplary" (342), specifically citing her response to her sister's death; "I hope she is 

reaping the Fruit of her good Labours, being faithful to the Service of God in her Place" 

{ATH 33). I disagree. While Rowlandson undoubtedly mouras her sister, she does not 

necessarily applaud her wish to die. Her statement carries no more meaning than what 

appears on the surface: her sister lived a godly life and Rowlandson hopes that she has 

received her heavenly reward. Mary Rowlandson, for her part, prefers to stay on earth a 

while longer. 

This common-sense approach is even more apparent in her recounting of the death of 

Goodwife Joslin, whose M/iexemplary behavior Rowlandson contrasts with her own. 

Joslin, who is "very big with Child...and another Child in her arms but two years old," 

tells Rowlandson of her plan to run away from the Indians. While such a plan might seem 
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admirable, especially to twentieth-century readers, as an act of independence rather than 

pious resignation to God's will, Rowlandson advises her against it for very practical 

reasons: Joslin is close to her due date, they are thirty miles from the nearest English 

settlement with "bad rivers...to go over," and they are weak from hunger. She opens her 

Bible and finds added support in the twenty-seventh Psalm: "Wait on the Lord, be of good 

courage, and he shall strengthen thy heart; wait, I say, on the Lord" iATH 38). 

Rowlandson reads the Psalm not only as an encouragement, but also as a warning to 

wait quietly. Joslin, however, has not learned the lesson that Rowlandson came to 

understand very early in her captivity: it is unwise to annoy enemies who hold over you the 

power of life and death. She continually entreats the Indians to let her go until, "vexed 

with her importunity," they kill her and her child. Rowlandson's description of Joslin's 

death is perfunctory except for the telling observation that "[tjhe Children said she did not 

shed one tear, but prayed all the while." And that is the last we hear of Goodwife Joslin. 

Rowlandson's next sentence begins with the words "But to return to my own Journey" 

{ATH 39), almost the same phrase with which she ends her account of her sister's death. 

Such apparent self-absorption is not necessarily egocentric. Goodwife Joslin's refusal 

to take sound practical and scriptural advice that might have saved her life and that of her 

child seems in retrospect far more self-centered, an act of foolish irresponsibility rather than 

of independence. Rather than trusting in God, as both her faith and the psalm direct, she 

relies on the good will of her avowed enemies. Rowlandson,with a much clearer head, 

reads the power dynamics of her situation sensibly enough to recognize that while God 

may reward faith, his response to the stupid flapping of an unbridled tongue may be quite 

another matter. 
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Ann Stanford claims that "in every way Mrs. Rowlandson... represented the virtues 

expected of the women of her society—the piety, the devotion to husband and children, the 

practice of industry" (16). That devotion to husband and children included a responsibility 

to stay alive, not only for her own sake but for what was left of her family, wherever they 

might be. To do that, she prayed, she used the scriptures to bolster her flagging spirits, 

and she worked, both as servant to her Indian master and mistress and for her own profit. 

The virtuous woman of the conduct manuals was defined by her adherence to biblical 

models, often by direct comparison to the "virtuous woman" described in Proverbs 31.12 

That woman is portrayed somewhat less in terms of faith than in terms of practical wisdom 

and skills. Although The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her....[and] She will do 

him good and not evil all the days of her life" (v. 11-12), the "good" that she does seems 

most directly related to the wise employment of her material resources and domestic 

accomplishments. She "seeketh wool and flax, and worketh willingly with her hands" (v. 

13); "She perceiveth that her merchandise is good: her candle goeth not out by night" (v. 

18); "She maketh fine linen, and selleth it" (v. 24). In this picture of the diligent worker 

aware of the worth of her products, it is not difficult to see Mary Rowlandson, captured 

with her knitting needles in her pocket. While she was with the Indians, Rowlandson 

capitalized on her skills by knitting stockings and making shirts for them, bargaining her 

merchandise for the extra piece of meat or "quart of Pease," even demanding—and 

receiving—payment from a customer who tried to cheat her {ATH 43). Her sensible 

behavior, which made the most of both spiritual and temporal resources, was a model to 

others who might someday face the trials of captivity. That of the weak-willed and 

importunate Goodwife Joslin, despite her prayers, was not. The lesson of Goodwife 

Joslin is the need for total, female, passive dependence on God's will; Rowlandson's 
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interpretation of that lesson reminds her readers to augment that spiritual dependence with 

common sense responses to one's earthly situation. 

Mary Rowlandson was not a passive victim, but an intelligent and practical woman 

with faith in her God. She also had the common sense to observe her circumstances and 

adapt to an alien culture in ways that would further her chances of survival without 

compromising her own culture's deeply-held beliefs. Speaking with the voice of direct 

experience and the gentle authority of God's "precious servant and handmaid," she 

reiterated and reinforced the religious and political agendas of the Mathers and other Puritan 

divines in ways that they, speaking from the safety of their pulpits, could not. She had 

endured and survived what they could only speak of secondhand; more than mere words, 

she was living proof that God's people could survive their trials. It is not surprising that 

Per Amicum felt her narrative merited publication. Rather than a weakness, her gender 

lends credibility to her performance in the role Per Amicum's preface assigns her, as the 

emblem of an embattled but ultimately redeemed New England, Judea capta saved by faith. 

Hannah Dustin: Problem '3 

It is not as a woman's writing that the narrative of Hannah Dustin's captivity and her 

escape from her Indian captors in 1697 is problematic, because Dustin, who apparently did 

not know how to write, is silent. Her story comes to us filtered through intermediaries 

who appropriated it to suit their own religious, political, or spiritual agendas—most notably 

Cotton Mather (1697), Nathaniel Hawthorne (1836), and Henry David Thoreau (1849). 

Unlike Mary Rowlandson's A True History, Dustin's story is neither a conversion 

narrative nor a political statement on the part of its protagonist, nor does her character 

provide an example of commendable conduct in response to affliction. However, despite 
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the apparent failure of Dustin's story to conform to Rowiandson's model, traces of spiritual 

autobiography, religious/political tract, and conduct manual can still be found in Mather's 

recounting. Hawthorne's and Thoreau's versions each contain elements of at least one of 

these genres as well, though in all three retellings those forms are adapted to suit the 

individual authors' particular rhetorical purposes. 

Mather's is the first published account of Dustin's experiences. When she visited 

Boston in April of 1697, following her triumphant return from captivity, he interviewed her 

and heard the story from her own lips (Ulrich, Good Wives 168). It became part of a 

sermon entitled Humiliations Follow'd with Deliverances, which he delivered in Boston a 

few days later; she and her two companions in escape were in the audience when Mather 

presented his concise yet sensationalized version of her exploits. 

On March 15, 1697, Haimah Dustin was at home in bed, recovering from the birth 

of her eighth child a week earlier, when, as Mather describes the scene in his sermon, "a 

body of Terrible Indians, drew near unto the House where she lay, with Oesigns to carry 

on the bloody Devastations, which they had begun upon the Neighbourhood" (HFD 41). 

The Indians "dash'd out the Brains of the Infant, against a Tree," set the house on fire, and 

took Dustin and her nurse Mary Neff captive (HFD 43). (Mr. Thomas Dustin, unable to 

assist his wife, did manage to shepherd their other seven children to safety.) In spite of her 

condition, Hannah Dustin apparently suffered no "sensible Damage" from the ensuing 

forced march, and soon after their capture, she and Neff found themselves part of an 

"Indian family [which] consisted of Twelve Persons, Two stout men, three women, and 

seven Children" {HFD 44). There was also another English captive in the household, 

sixteen-year-old Samuel Leonardson, who had been with the Indians for over a year. 15 

Their captors were devout Catholic converts who do not appear to have mistreated the 
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women, except that they "would not Endure that these poor Women should retire to their 

English Prayers, if they could hinder them" {HFD 45). 

The group was traveling to "a Rendezvouze of Salvages, which they call a Town," 

when the Indians told their captives that on their arrival "they must be Stript, & Scourged, 

and Run the Gantlet, through the whole Army of Indians" {HFD 45). The prospect of 

having to run through a crowd of Indians who would take delight in raining blows upon 

her naked flesh was, according to Mather, what pushed Hannah Dustin over the edge and 

into action. > 6 in the middle of the night she, Neff, and Leonardson armed themselves with 

the Indians' own hatchets and killed their captors as they slept, except for one seriously 

wounded woman who escaped, and "one Boy, whom they Reserved Asleep, intending to 

bring him away with them, [who] suddenly wak'd and stole away, from this Desolation." 

They then scalped their ten victims and made good their own escape {HFD 47). When they 

arrived home with their bloody trophies, Hannah Dustin's husband petitioned the court for 

the payment of bounties on the scalps. Even though the payment of such bounties had 

recently been discontinued, Dustin was eventually awarded £25; Mary NefT and Samuel 

Leonardson each received £12, 10 shillings (Derounian-Stodola and Levemier 134). 

As told by Cotton Mather, Hannah Dustin's story carries none of the hallmarks of 

spiritual autobiography—no conviction of her own sinfulness, no stated desire to live a 

more godly life in the future. The closest he comes to wrestling her experience into 

anything approaching a conversion narrative is when, while chastising Dustin and her 

companions for failing to turn their tribulations into the kind of spiritual awakening that 

could inspire such a document, he holds out the possibility of their future conversion. In 

1697, however. Cotton Mather acknowledges no noticeable faith on Dustin's part. 
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Instead, he uses her failings in that area as an object lesson aimed at her and at the rest of 

his congregation. 

One important indication that Mather does not view Dustin's story as the stuff of a 

conversion narrative is the remarkably secular quality of his re-telling, which does not 

blend particularly well with the rest of his message of faith in and reliance upon God. 

Mather's text for this sermon was taken from 2 Chronicles 12:7: 

When the Lord saw that they humbled themselves, the Word of the Lord came 

unto [the prophet] Shemaiah, saying. They have humbled themselves, I will not 

destroy them, but I will grant them some Deliverance. {HFD 3) 

Unfortunately for Mather's purposes, Dustin and her accomplices give no indication of 

having humbled themselves, nor of having depended upon God for their deliverance. Thus 

it becomes necessary for Mather to balance thanksgiving for their return with a warning to 

the rest of the congregation not to over-valorize their exploits. In the process, he neady 

reverses the terms of the title of his sermon, so that for Dustin, Neff, and Leonardson, 

while the humiliations of captivity are indeed followed by deliverance, that deliverance is 

followed by further humiliation as Mather warns them against the sin of pride in their own 

achievement. In many spiritual autobiographies, as well as in captivity narratives like Mary 

Rowlandson's, humiliation is the catalyst that triggers the most important event of the 

conversion experience, that moment of truth in which the subject becomes convicted of her 

sins. Mather is keenly aware that the absence of this element is what prevents Dustin's 

story from being an inspirational example of faith. Returning to the main thread of his 

sermon after his brief narrative of her exploits, he seems determined to force the returned 

captives into such an epiphany. He addresses them directly: 
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However, I may not conclude, until I have said something to YOU, that I see, now 

stand before the Lord, in this Assembly, the Subjects of such a Wonderful 

Deliverance....\on are not now the Slaves of Indians, as you were a few Days ago; 

but if you continue Unhumbled in your Sins, you will be the Slaves of Devils. 

{HFD 49) 

Here Mather not only demands that Dustin and her companions acknowledge their own 

sinfulness and God's saving grace, and thus take the first steps to conversion, he also 

promises them damnation if they fail to heed his words. There is no record of Neff s or 

Leonardson's response to this public challenge, but Hannah Dustin was not yet ready to 

give Cotton Mather what he wanted. It would be twenty-two years before she finally 

dictated a conversion narrative in which she described her Indian captivity as the turning 

point in her religious development, "the Comfortablest time that ever I had; In my Affliction 

God made his Word Comfortable to me."i ̂  This humble declaration seems 

uncharacteristic of the woman Mather describes, whose most notable traits are righteous 

indignation and murderous rage, and who apparently took some time to realize the spiritual 

significance of her experience. 

In terms of pre-existing genres, Mather's presentation of Dustin's story is rhetorically 

most effective as anti-Indian propaganda. First, his blood-curdling account of the original 

raid, in which her infant is killed and she is taken captive, inflames his audience's terror 

and hatred of the Indians on the most basic level of physical survival. Mather then 

emphasizes an even greater danger to their souls, from papist red devils who stand in the 

way of their captives' "English prayers." No doubt the silent presence in the midst of the 

congregation that day of the woman who was simultaneously victim, as outraged and 
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bereaved mother, and victrix, as the violent and triumphant avenger of that outrage, 

heightened the audience's emotional response to the threats described in Mather's sermon. 

Ever since Dustin had returned with her grisly trophies, the story of her exploits had 

preceded her. Her experiences validated the ethnocentric wartime rhetoric of which Cotton 

Mather and his father were the colony's chief spokesmen, and thus might be put to use as 

political propaganda. The sensational story's considerable entertainment value, which 

Mather exploited shamelessly, particularly in his melodramatic description of the original 

violent attack by the "furious Tawnies" {HFD 41^3), only increased its effectiveness. In 

comparison with that eariy part of the narrative, Mather's description of the prisoners' 

killing of their captors is remarkably brief and restrained. As was his usual practice, he 

maximized the shock value of the Indians' actions so that the whites' reactions, however 

violent, would seem not only justified, but civilized and controlled in comparison. Instead 

of "bury[ing] their Hatchets in their Brains, and leav[ing] their Carcases on the ground, for 

Birds & Beasts to feed upon" (JHFD 43)—which is certainly what both the captives and their 

original Indian attackers did to their respective victims—Mather tells us the captives "struck 

such Home Blowes, upon the Heads of their Sleeping Oppressors, tYiai—They bowed, 

they fell, they lay down; at their feet they bowed, they fell; where they bowed, there they 

fell down dead" {HFDA&Al). The biblical language he borrows to describe the actual 

deaths of the Indians is rhythmic and resonant, but lacks the bloodthirsty vigor of his 

descriptions of similar Indian actions. The scalping, that detail which has disturbed and 

titillated readers for the last three hundred years, Mather includes almost as a hurried 

afterthought: 

But cutting off the Scalps of the Ten Wretches, who had Enslav'd 'em, they are 

come off; and I perceive, that newly arriving among us, they are in the Assembly at 
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this Time, to give Thanks unto, God their Saviour. (HFD 47) 

With this sentence he tries, with limited success, to shift his emphasis from anti-Indian 

fear-mongering back to religion, in order to end the narrative on a spiritual note. Mather 

cannot succeed in making God "their Saviour," the active hero of the narrative. However, 

by noting that the captives are in church to "give thanks." he attempts to preserve the fiction 

of human dependence upon God's saving providence in temporal as well as spiritual 

matters.' 9 

The success Mather achieved in turning Hannah Dustin's story to his own purposes 

is due not only to his ability to capitalize on it as anti-Indian propaganda, but also to his 

employment of the rhetorical strategies of the conduct manual, which he had practiced 

f)ersuasively in Ornaments for the Daughters ofZion (1692). His technique in that book 

depends primarily upon detailed descriptions of models of feminine behavior. Among the 

many women worthy of emulation listed in Ornaments one finds not only the ubiquitous 

housewife of Proverbs 31, but also female scholars, rulers, and military leaders like Queen 

Zenobia of Palmyra, who led her troops against the armies of Rome, and the Scythian 

Queen Thomyris, who led her troops to defeat Cyrus the Great of Persia (jODZ 35-36).20 

In Ornaments, Mather first praises the abilities and potential of women in general, largely 

through historical examples like those noted above. The greatest part of that text, however, 

consists of descriptions of the qualities of the virtuous seventeenth-century Puritan woman, 

who was expected to be a much more self-effacing and submissive individual than the 

scholars and warrior queens whose accomplishments Mather extols. His capacity for 

containing and apparently reconciling such contradictions, at least to his own satisfaction, 

is illustrated as he recasts the raw material of Hannah Dustin and her story to propose a 

model for Christian conduct 



Hannah Dustin's apparent lack of piety is but one of the ways in which she fails to fit 

the mold of the virtuous woman of the conduct manuals.ln his presentations of other 

captivity narratives, Mather's praise of those individuals' piety and their behavior under 

duress tends to be quite effusive.21 But in Humiliations, the only concrete mention of the 

captives' religion comes in their complaint that the Indians made it difficult for them to pray 

as they wished, and there is no way of knowing whether this part of the narrative reflects 

what the captives actually said, or if it is an interpolation on Mather's part. In either case, 

Mather turns that comment to good use. In his relatively lengthy commentary on the nature 

of prayer among Dustin's captors, it almost seems as if he is setting up the Puritans' 

enemies as models of conduct. He notes how to "the shame of many a Prayerless Family 

among our English.... In Obedience to the Instruction which the French have given them, 

they [the Indians] would have Prayers in their Family, no less than Thrice a Day ... nor 

would they let so much as a Child, Eat, or Sleep, without first saying their Prayers" {HFD 

45). 

The point he makes has nothing to do with the prayers of Hannah Dustin and Mary 

Neff. His purpose is to shame some among his own congregation, by pointing out that 

these "savages" (who in this case have been seduced into Catholic idolatry by the French) 

are more faithful in their prayers than certain Protestants. Mather even grants Dustin's 

"Indian Master" an ironic power of prophecy, and at the same time acknowledges the 

Indian's own faith in God's divine plan. "What need you Trouble your self?" the Indian 

asks the women. "If your God will have you Delivered, you shall be so!" {HFD 45). The 

irony in this comment—which Mather underscores in the "uses" section at the end of his 

sermon—is that the women's faith and the efficacy of their prayers are never at issue, since 

the prisoners "deliver" themselves. It is for this presumption that he reproaches them. 
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Unlike Mary Rowlandson, who kept her spirits up through a continuing dialogue with 

God. Dustin appears to have relegated the deity to minor participation in the drama. God 

seems to have done only two things for Hannah Dustin; first, he placed her in a household 

where she was not mistreated, and second, he kept her captors asleep so that she and the 

other two prisoners could butcher them. 

Dustin violated the standard of Christian behavior that had directed Mary Rowlandson 

to "Stand still, and see the salvation of the Lord" (Exod. 14: 13, qtd. in ATH 65). The 

challenge Cotton Mather faced was to handle the situation in such a way as to acknowledge 

Dustin's achievement while at the same time reiterating the Puritan doctrine of man's utter 

dependence upon God (Kolodny 23, Slotkin 114). 

As noted above, it was Mather's habit to illustrate commendable and virtuous 

behavior through concrete historical and scriptural examples (ODZ 3-8, 35-38). In 

Humiliations, Mather not only reinforces the religious nature of his message, but also 

ameliorates the problematic picture of Dustin herself, by conflating the image of the Hannah 

Dustin who sits in the church before him with two figures from the Bible. Early in his 

sermon, before the relation of the actual narrative, he plants the metaphor of Judea capta in 

the minds of his audience. Then within the narrative itself he employs biblical typology to 

compare Hannah Dustin's behavior to that of the Old Testament heroine Jael, who killed 

the Canaanite general Sisera as he slept.22 These figures serve as models of the kind of 

feminine conduct Mather preferred to set before his congregation. The passive figure of 

Judea capta softens the bloodthirsty outlines of Dustin's story and associates Dustin 

herself with the virtuous and submissive Puritan woman described in Ornaments. The 

story of Jael, on the other hand, provides scriptural and historical precedent for Dustin's 

actions by likening her to a courageous woman warrior similar to those Mather had praised 
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in his conduct manual, who in their husbands' absence righteously took up arms against 

their enemies in order to save the larger community. 

The image of Judea capta is drawn from the book of Isaiah: "a Prophecy concerning 

the Daughter ofZion.. .She being Desolate, shall sit upon the Ground." Mather notes an 

old coin struck following the Roman conquest of Israel; "On the Reverse of those 

Medals...there is, A Silent Woman sitting upon the Ground, and leaning against a Palm-

tree, with this Inscription JUDAEA CAPTA.." As Annette Kolodny points out, he "then 

redesigns it so as to make it explicitly applicable to New England," the new American 

Israel: "Alas, if ^>oor New-England were to be shown upon her old Coin, we might show 

her Leaning against her Thunderstruck Pine tree. Desolate, sitting upon the Ground" (HFD 

31, qtd. in Kolodny 21-22). That image of female piety and passive, redemptive suffering, 

mentioned earlier in connection with Maxy Rowlandson, becomes the first frame for 

Dustin's story. The problem is that Hannah Dustin, unlike Mary Rowlandson, cannot be 

contained within that frame (Kolodny 22; Ulrich, Good Wives 172-73). Her actions—not 

only the killing and scalping, but her insistence on collecting a bounty for those scalps-

make it difficult to fit her back into the frame of proper Puritan womanhood at all. She 

threatens to remain a larger-than-life, troublesome figure who cannot, or will not, be 

reabsorbed into her former place in society.23 

It was to deflect that perception of the Puritan matron turned savage that Mather chose 

to identify Dustin with the biblical story of Jael, who lulled her enemy into a false sense of 

security through a display of feminine, even maternal, hospitality: 

. . .  m y  l o r d ,  t u r n  i n  t o  m e ;  f e a r  n o t  [ s h e  s a i d ] .  A n d  w h e n  h e  h a d  t u r n e d  i n  u n t o  h e r  

into the tent, she covered him with a mantle. And he said unto her. Give me, I pray 

thee, a little water to drink And she opened a bottle of milk, and gave him 



45 

drink, and covered him. (Judges 4: 18-19) 

Similarly, Hannah Dustin and Mary Neff lulled their captors into trusting them, so that they 

were "daily sent out, upon Business, [at which times] they had opportunities together and 

asunder [to prayl" and, no doubt, to plot their escape. The only piece of dialogue in 

Mather's rendering of the story occurs when "their Indian Master.. .saw them Dejected" 

and remarked that "If your God will ftave you Delivered, you shall be so!" {HFD 45). His 

comment seems as friendly and encouraging as King Philip's observation to Mary 

Rowlandson that "Two weeks more, and you shall be Mistress again" {ATH 53). The 

difference lies in the interpretation: Mary Rowlandson saw King Philip's remark as an 

indication that divine providence was working in her favor, rewarding her submission to 

God's will. Hannah Dustin seems to have viewed her master's words as license to 

violently effect her own release. She was clearly the instigator in the killings; Mather tells 

us that "She heartened the Nurse, and the Youth, to assist her in this Enterprise" (//FD 46). 

The narrative suggests that these captives, like Mary Rowlandson, adopted a mask of 

obedience and compliance in their relationship with their captors, fostering a trust which led 

the Indians to leave weapons within easy reach and to go to sleep without fear, just as 

Sisera felt safe enough to fall asleep in Jael's tent, giving her the opportunity to drive a tent 

peg through his temples. 

As noted earlier, Mather's employment of the biblical type of Jael as a model which 

might justify Hannah Dustin's conduct was not the first time he had praised women of 

action. Unlike Hannah Dustin, however, Zenobia, Thomyris, and Jael took up arms (at 

least in theory) not for their own benefit, but for their people. This was a distinction of 

which Cotton Mather, who lauded selfless behavior in women, would have been well 

aware when he included them in his canon of estimable women. Nor did those ancient 
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heroines act out of a personal desire for revenge, or out of fear or greed—Hannah Dustin's 

motivations, according to her redactors. And they were not Puritan housewives. 

Clearly, as a model of conduct, Dustin required considerable re-shaping. This is 

evident in Mather's vacillating, ambivalent attitude towards her. He never really casts her 

as a heroine, although his representation of her is so conflated with the obscuring images of 

Judea capta and Jael that readers who do not look beyond the brief narrative portion of his 

sermon might think she occupies that role. In fact, the real Hannah Dustin functions almost 

as a negative counterpoint to those idealized figures, like the negative examples of feminine 

behavior Mather describes to emphasize the positive attributes of the virtuous Daughters of 

Zion. Her story contains no proofs of faith, and when Mather addresses her directly 

following the narrative, it is not to welcome her home, but to scold her for stubborn, un

christian pride. In Ornaments for the Daughters of Zion, Mather had inveighed against 

pride in women, warning them to "Get a lively Sense of your own Spiritual Death, 

Sinfulness and Wretchedness" {ODZ 69). That message is nearly identical to the one 

Mather directed specifically at Hannah Dustin that day in Boston, when he warned her not 

to "continue Unhumbled in [her] Sins." 

What Dustin really provides for Cotton Mather is not so much a model of behavior-

positive or negative—as the opportunity to construct such a model, a lightly sketched canvas 

upon which he paints yet another variation of the virtuous woman whose traits he had 

articulated in more detail in Ornaments. He does not re-write Dustin's character to make 

her seem admirable; instead, he displaces her in favor of figures which display those 

characteristics he finds praiseworthy. Because Dustin lacks the qualities of piety and 

passive forbearance evident in so many of Mather's renderings of other captives' 

experiences, those traits must be (inadequately) supplied from outside, by the "type" of 
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Judea capta. Dustin's apparently cold-blooded act of violent, self-serving revenge is then 

elevated to the level of heroism by conflating her with the Old Testament's Jael. 

"What contains the immense destructive power behind the benign feminine mask?" 

asks Ulrich, and then goes on to remark that, "On the surface at least, this was not a 

problem which troubled Cotton Mather" (Good Wives 170). I disagree. Mather's careful 

overlayering of Hannah Dustin the flesh-and-blood woman with more acceptable, 

scripturally-based models of conduct, and his clearly voiced disapproval of her attitude and 

actions, indicate otherwise. By employing variations of the techniques he had honed earlier 

in writing his conduct manual, and by embedding her story within the conventional rhetoric 

of anti-Indian propaganda, Mather was able to make Hannah Dustin's afflictions and 

exploits serve his own contradictory ends: to reinforce the Puritan ideal of submission to 

God's will while simultaneously celebrating violent retaliation against one's enemies. The 

real Hannah Dustin, whose voice we never hear, remains the enigma beneath Mather's 

carefully constructed composite portrait, as she must if his version of her story is to have 

its desired utility. 

Nathaniel Hawthorne had no religious or political axe to grind against either Dustin's 

Indian captors or their French allies, but he did have ancestral demons to battle with regard 

to his own Puritan forebears.24 In his 1836 retelling of Dustin's story for The American 

Magazine of Useful and Entertaining Knowledge, Hawthorne used Hannah Dustin and 

Cotton Mather together to illustrate what he found morally reprehensible in seventeenth-

century Puritan beliefs and behavior. What resulted is an anti-Puritan and anti-woman 

harangue that is as virulent as Cotton Mather's anti-French and -Indian propaganda. 
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Hawthorne draws on Mather's account but significantly embellishes and recasts it. 

In addition to inventing numerous narrative details, he enlarges the role of the "tender 

hearted, yet valiant" Goodman Dustin. celebrating his parental solicitude in saving his 

children, while damning his wife as a "raging tigress" and a "bloody old hag" (230). For 

Hawthorne, Dustin's additional utility is as a negative example of feminine behavior, so 

that his version of her story serves as a sort of anti-conduct manual. Openly horrified and 

disgusted by 'This awful woman," Hawthorne was one of those nineteenth-century 

writers who "went to great lengths to deny the aggressive potential of women" (Ulrich, 

Good Wives 170). The women he celebrated in his fiction reflect a biographer's 

description of his wife, Sophia PCabody Hawthorne: "softly and gently feminine, 

physically unintimidating, and eager to subordinate herself to a male who embodied her 

ideals and fantasies" (Miller 163). It is hardly surprising, then, that he would excoriate the 

aggressive and assertive Hannah Dustin for so overstepping the bounds of acceptable 

female behavior. 

Levemier and Cohen, in their introduction to Hawthorne's version of the tale, point 

to his portrayal of her husband, Goodman Dustin, observing that "Typically, Hawthorne 

exploits the affirmative connotations of his quaint, Puritan honorific" (225). Hawthorne 

further emphasizes the differences between the tender-hearted husband and his ruthless 

wife by referring to his "heroine" primarily as "Mrs. Duston," occasionally as "Hannah 

Duston," but never as "Goodwife Duston" (in addition to the previously mentioned epithets 

he employs). He does, however, refer to her ironically in the early part of the narrative as 

'The good woman," and then in the next sentence makes reference to her "helpless state" 

(226), though it quickly becomes apparent that he sees nothing either good or helpless in 

her. 
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The religious element is entirely absent from 'The Duston Family." While Cotton 

Mather at least mentions the possibility that Hannah Dustin might someday have a 

conversion experience, Hawthorne is too completely engaged in damning her to 

acknowledge any hope of her redemption. And because he is also damning the entire 

Puritan spiritual enterprise, with Hannah Dustin and Cotton Mather as its representatives. 

Hawthorne fails to recognize that his response to Dustin is not, in fact, so different from 

Mather's. Casting himself as the representative of a more enlightened age, and in his own 

way just as self-righteous as the Puritan divine, Hawthorne is unable to recognize the 

reservations in Cotton Mather's carefully phrased and limited approval of Dustin and her 

actions. 

He calls the minister "an old hard-hearted, pedantic bigot [who] seems trebly to exult 

in the destruction of those poor wretches [Dustin's Indian captors]," contrasting Mather's 

attitude with his own sympathy for the Indians, nature's "wild children," who shared 

"what scanty food Providence had sent them ... with their prisoners, as if they had all 

been the children of one wigwam" (229). His sentimentalizes Dustin's captors, calling 

attention to their simple and trusting Christianity as opposed to Mather's emphasis on their 

heathen (and Catholic) cruelty. In this narrative, as elsewhere in Hawthorne's writing. 

Cotton Mather becomes the emblem of all that Hawthorne finds reprehensible in his own 

Puritan heritage,25 with Hannah Dustin acting not as the arm of the Lord, but as the 

embodiment of Mather's racist rhetoric. In contrast to Mather's "furious Tawnies," 

Hawthorne focuses on the Indian mothers and their "copper coloured babes" (230), 

illustrating how contrary Dustin's murderous rage is to his interpretation of normal 

maternal instincts. "But, Oh, the children! ... spare them, Hannah Duston ... for the 

sake of the seven that have fed at your own breast," Hawthorae pleads, but these innocents 
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are cold-blcxxledly slaughtered as she executes her "eye for an eye" revenge (230). The 

concern Hawthorne displays for Dustin's youngest victims echoes the selfless parental 

solicitude he attributes to "that tender-hearted, yet valiant man" i230),Thomas Dustin, who 

risked his life to save his seven surviving children. It is the men in the story, Thomas 

Dustin and Hawthorne himself, who assume the nurturing female role. 

Hawthorne's outrage at Hannah Dustin's violations of acceptable feminine behavior 

is so intense that he fails to see the debt he owes to Cotton Mather. Both writers 

sensationalized the violence of her story, aiming to evoke a visceral response from readers, 

in order to entertain and appall them while at the same time directing them to ponder moral 

or theological questions. And both depended upon Dustin's silence, which left them at 

liberty to construct and critique her as they chose. 

Henry David Thoreau, in A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, tells the 

story quite differently, and silences Dustin even more effectively. His version of her 

experiences contains some characteristics of a conversion narrative, except that instead of 

recounting Dustin's, or his own, individual religious transformation, he applies that form 

to the character of the nation. Like the moment of spiritual conviction in a conversion 

narrative, Hannah Dustin's slaughter of her captors stands, in Thoreau's formulation, as a 

pivotal moment in which white Puritan Christians assert dominance over the land and its 

indigenous inhabitants. His narrative marks and mouras the disappearance of the Indians 

and their relationship to the natural worid and recognizes (but does not celebrate) the 

triumph of the white man's philosophy and religion, both of which are used to justify white 

exploitation of the land and its resources. 
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telling, with its pro-Indian pantheism, takes a stand that is the opposite of Mather's 

religious and political position in Humiliations, in which the Puritan assumes the 

unquestioned superiority of white Christian civilization. Thoreau shifts much of his 

emphasis from Dustin herself to the landscape and its native inhabitants, reducing the 

significance of the individual English captives by temporarily placing them in perspective 

against the natural world that serves as their backdrop. He neither defends nor attacks 

Cotton Mather's representation or interpretation; Mather and his Puritan rhetoric are simply 

absent from this retelling of the story, as is Hawthorne's melodramatic sentimentalism. 

Told with a dispassionate, almost journalistic objectivity, Thoreau's story flows as 

smoothly, even placidly, as the river itself. From the beginning of the Indians' attack, "On 

the 15th of March previous," to the moment when the captives embark on their homeward 

voyage, the narrative has a distanced, almost dreamlike quality. 

In this meditative mood Thoreau at first seems to suspend judgment in favor of 

simple reportage. Hannah Dustin "had been told that she and her nurse were soon to be 

... made to run the gauntlet naked," Thoreau tells us, but unlike Cotton Mather, he does 

not follow that statement with any commentary on the horrors of that ritual. (Hawthorne, 

unwilling to grant Dustin any legitimacy for her actions, does not mention the frightening 

prospect of running the gauntlet at all.) He simply moves on to another bland statement of 

fact: "The family of this Indian consisted of two men, three women, and seven children" 

(321). There is no blood in the killings and scalpings: The English boy struck the Indian 

who had given the information [on how to "dispatch an enemy in the quickest manner"] on 

the temple, as he had been directed" (321). It takes the reader a moment to realize what a 

betrayal the youth's act is. He had been with the Indians for over a year, and would have 
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been considered a member of the family; the Indian had in fact conveyed that information to 

his "prisoner" as a father would instruct a son. In that moment when the boy kills him, the 

narrative becomes an elegy, and Thoreau's sympathies with the Indians are revealed. 

Continuing in the elegiac vein, he thereafter represents them as the spirits of the place, 

existing (after the killings) only in the former captives' imaginations, as "relentless living 

warriors who are in pursuit" (322), but who never actually appear. All Hannah Dustin and 

her companions see are "traces" of a vanishing presence: "an Indian grave surrounded by 

its paling on the bank, or the frame of a wigwam, with a few coals left behind, or the 

withered stalks still rustling in the Indian's solitary cornfield" (323), signs that another, 

alien people once lived there but now are gone. 

Thoreau collapses time, moving from past to present tense with the phrase "Early 

this morning this deed was performed" (322). Now two canoes ply the river that of the 

fugitives, and Thoreau's—he is the observer from the future, the scribe, the prophet. The 

effect is almost biblical, plunging us for the space of one long paragraph—one day in the 

course of the captivity narrative—into a kind of mythic time in which events proceed—and 

have proceeded—with a kind of fated inexorability. It is as if Hannah Dustin and her 

accomplices have killed not only their captors, but all Indians. 'The stolen birch [canoe] 

forgets its master and does [the fugitives] good service" (322), as the land itself will do 

good service for white settlers. The "drear and howling wilderness" has been converted 

into what Increase Mather called it in laying claim to it, "a land not sown" (ABH 47), 

available for settlement by God's people because it is inhabited only by ghosts and 

memories. "[AJ fabulous wild man to us," Thoreau calls the Indian, reinforcing the sense 

of loss he has already induced through his listing of the remaining traces of Indian 
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habitation, simultaneously both elevating and reducing the Indian to a creature of fable 

(323). 

It is this mythic quality that Richard Slotkin responds to in his reading of what he 

calls Thoreau's "sympathetic reliving of the Dustin captivity" (523) but Slotkin takes a 

narrow view. He focuses on the introduction of Judeo-Christian mythology in one of 

Thoreau's additions to Mather's narrative, the apple tree on which Hannah Dustin's baby is 

killed. At the end of his account Thoreau tells us that; 

The family of Hannah Dustan all assembled alive once more, except the infant 

whose brains were dashed out against the apple-tree, and there have been many 

who in later times have lived to say that they had eaten of the fruit of that apple-tree. 

(323-24) 

According to Slotkin, this apple tree is not only the Edenic tree "of knowledge and death," 

but the "fruit of the tree ... is the sacrificed infant," so that eating the apples becomes "a 

kind of Indian-cannibal Eucharist." He interprets the infant as "a type of Christ; the tree, 

the cross on which the little god is hanged; and the eating of the fruit, a sacrament that ties 

the living family together through its sacrificed, divine child" (523). (Slotkin's analysis 

does not mention the fact that the murdered infant was a girl, named Martha.)26 

Thus Slotkin's reading also points to a turning point, a moment of redemption, in the 

sense of the conversion narrative. However, beyond this kind of directly symbolic, almost 

allegorical reading, Thoreau's apple tree has another representational function which 

enlarges the scope of the narrative to enclose the social and political as well as the mythic 

and religious. The apple tree is an introduced domestic plant, initially as alien to the 

wilderness as the white settlers who planted iL The two invade together, by plantings both 

literal and figurative. Through his time shifts Thoreau creates a mythological palimpsest. 
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layered with successive "plantings" or perceptions regarding humans' place in the 

landscape: both the natives' religious beliefs and the European myth-fantasy of the New 

World as a wild Arcadian paradise are buried under Judeo-Christian symbolism and 

mythology. In this formulation, Hannah Dustin's individual acts of violence become less 

important than the cultural conquest—or conversion—they represent. The real Hannah 

Dustin has long since "glided out of sight," as have her victims (323). 

At the beginning of the last paragraph Thoreau returns to the past tense and to the 

"real" world, where truth is based on recognized authority and concrete fact: "According to 

the historian, they [the captives] escaped as by a miracle all roving bands of Indians, and 

reached their homes in safety, with their trophies, for which the General Court paid them 

fifty pounds" (323). But in the next sentence the mythic returns with mention of the 

infant, symbolically still present "in later times" in the fruit of the apple tree, so that the 

story ends not with the figure of Hannah Dustin herself, or even of her reunited family, but 

of those "many" who "had eaten of the fruit of that apple-tree" (324). Those "many," 

Thoreau seems to suggest, have carried on Dustin's legacy through their taming or 

conversion of the wilderness, their planting of still more apple trees, their proselytizing of 

white Christian values. 

Hannah Swarton: Perfection 

Cotton Mather must have felt relieved to encounter Hannah Swarton's captivity 

narrative, which returns to the pattern of Mary Rowlandson's A True History. Mather 

published Swarton's narrative in 1697, as an appendix to Humiliations Follow'd with 

Deliverances and, as Annette Kolodny observes, he "might well have preferred to use the 

Hannah Swarton stoiy in the original sermon" (24), had he not been faced with the 



necessity of acknowledging Hannah Dustin's exploits and her actual presence in his 

audience at the Boston Lecture. Swarton's story is clearly more amenable to Mather's 

purposes in terms of its heroine's conduct and attitudes. It certainly lends itself more easily 

to the conventions and intentions of spiritual autobiography and conduct manual than does 

Dustin's, and Swarton's narrative of her experiences serves serves a political agenda which 

is not only anti-Indian but anti-French. 

Hannah Swarton and her four children were captured at Casco Bay, Maine, in May 

1690. Her husband died in the attack, her oldest son was killed about two months later, 

and she was separated from her other children. From the time of her capture until the 

following February she traveled with the Indians, "hurry'd up and down the wilderness," 

perpetually hungry, and "pinch'd with cold for want of cloathing" {HFD 357). When they 

arrived in Canada in mid-February, Swarton's Indian master sent her to a French settlement 

to beg for food. The French bought her from the Indians, and after some time in a hospital 

where she received needed medical care, Swarton became the servant of the wife of the 

lord-intendant, M. le Tonant, "who was chief judge, and the second to the govemour" at 

Quebec. 

More than half of her narrative deals with the nearly five years she spent among the 

French; in it she concentrates on the difficulties of resisting their attempts to convert her to 

Catholicism. She was finally ransomed and reunited with her youngest son and they 

returned to New England, arriving in Boston in November 1695. Her other two surviving 

children remained in Canada: "a daughter of twenty years old, at Mont Royal, whom [she] 

had not seen in two years...and a son of nineteen years old, whom [she] never saw since 

[they] parted, the next morning after [they] were taken" {HFD 361). 
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Swarton managed to survive personal bereavement, the physical dangers and 

deprivations of captivity among the Indians, and the even more hazardous spiritual 

temptations of living for years among the Catholic French, and returned to New England 

with her Puritan faith intact and stronger than ever. In Mather's construction, as political 

and religious propaganda her narrative makes a particularly powerful anti-French and anti-

Catholic statement As a spiritual autobiography, it is exemplary, and as a model of 

conduct Hannah Swarton could have stepped right out of the pages of Mather's own 

Ornaments for the Daughters ofTion. In outlining her spiritual struggles her narrative 

exhibits measures of self-indictment and self-abasement that provide an ideal 

counterbalance to Hannah Dustin's aggressiveness. Mather had no need to publicly 

chastise Hannah Swarton for the sin of pride. During her captivity, she learned humility 

and dependence upon God. Despite all her afflictions, including the loss of her entire 

family except for one child, she ends her narrative with an exclamation of praise; "What 

shall I render to the Lord for all his benefits? " 

Swarton is so much the ideal captive that if she had not existed. Cotton Mather would 

have had to invent her. Lorrayne Carroll argues that that is essentially what happened, that 

although records show the existence of a historical Hannah Swarton, the lack of additional 

information about her indicates that she was "a castaway from the Maine woods," "a social 

nonentity," a blank "perfect tablet upon which ... Mather can inscribe meaning and 

position" (53). Carroll bases her claim that Hannah Swarton took no part in the actual 

composition of the narrative of her captivity primarily on Thomas Holmes's assertion that 

"Evidently Cotton Mather was Hannah Swarton's 'ghost writer'." Holmes cites the text's 

"polished prose, embellished with Biblical references, allusions, and illustrations, with 

occasional moralizings in the true Matherian manner" as evidence of Mather's authorship 
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(492). However, as June Namias points out, "Women's written stories differ in style and 

content from men's (and from men's renditions of women's stories). The telling differs in 

the way it appeals to the reader, its emotions, its language, and its subjects" (81). A close 

reading of the Swarton narrative in comparison with others for which Mather does claim 

authorship reveals those kinds of significant differences, suggesting that Mather did not 

write the original text, although he very likely took an active part in editing and 

"improving" it. This might account for some of its effectiveness in fulfilling the 

requirements of the genres that are at its foundation, particularly in terms of its usefulness 

as religious and political propaganda. 

A collaborative effort would certainly have suited Mather's purposes. The public's 

enthusiastic reception of Mary Rowlandson's narrative showed that a first-person account 

of a virtuous woman's suffering and redemption had the potential of reaching a wide 

readership, a crucial concern if that narrative was also to be used as propaganda. Per 

Amicum's sponsorship of A True History had set a precedent, and since that time Cotton 

Mather himself had spoken out in support of women's writing. He preached and published 

many funeral sermons for women, and often included in them excerpts from the writings of 

the deceased.27 In Ornaments for the Daughters ofZion (1692), Mather acknowledges 

that "our God has employ'd many Women to Write for the Church, & Inspired some of 

them for the Writing of the Scriptures....nor has even the New-English Part of the 

American Strand been without Authoresses" (3-4).28 

Despite that encouragement, Mather would probably have had little compunction 

about acting as an editor or censor, and there is no way of knowing what may have been 

edited out of Hannah Swaiton's original text As a spiritual autobiography, it follows the 

pattern established by Mary Rowlandson, in which the captive woman makes a 



58 

metaphorical descent into hell, where she realizes her own sinfulness and resolves to live a 

more virtuous life. The captive relies on her new (or renewed) faith to sustain her through 

her trials, and eventually she is rescued or ransomed and returns home, vowing to continue 

to walk in faith and to serve as an example to others. 

For Hannah Swarton, as for Rowlandson, captivity also provided an external focus 

for her (and her readers') feelings. Patricia Caldwell, in comparing two conversion 

narratives by older women, notes that for Mary Turrant in Dublin, who had suffered great 

physical, spiritual, and emotional trials, including the death of her husband in the English 

Civil War, "affliction, even in the most horrible form, is the vehicle of insight and peace," 

while Goodwife Cutter in New England finds much less inner peace and resolution in 

narrating her experiences. This difference Caldwell attributes to the fact that Turrant's 

sufferings can be "embodied in something external and concrete .... [she] has found ... 

an objective correlative for her sense of sin and sorrow, whereas the American saint... 

has not" (157-59). Caldwell implies that New England narratives like Goodwife Cutter's, 

which recount only the individual's internal conversion drama, lack the sense of satisfying 

spiritual completion or resolution found in those of their more outwardly persecuted 

English counterparts: 

In their presentation, the [New England] narrators do not know how to account 

for the fact that the selves whose stories they are telling suffer guilt, depression... 

and "deadness," and there is no external object [within their culture] in which to 

embody these feelings ... .29 

Indian captivity provides that external object Even though the captive sees her experience 

as divine punishment for her sins, she can displace some of her inward-directed guilt and 

grief by projecting it outward, as anger and resentment toward her captors, a tangible 
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enemy. Mary Rowiandson's representations of her Indian captors function in that fashion, 

and Per Amicum's exploitation of those representations have already been discussed. 

Hannah Swarton suffered many of the same tribulations and describes them similarly. 

Unlike Rowiandson's narrative, and most of Mather's, which begin with graphic, 

blood-and-thunder descriptions of Indian attack, Swarton's narrative opens with the simple 

statement that "I was taken by the Indians when Casco fort was taken (May, 1690; [sicj) 

my husband being slain, and four children taken with me" {HFD 357). The next two 

equally matter-of-fact sentences tell the reader of her subsequent separation from her 

children, and the necessity of avoiding emotional displays of grief for fear of angering her 

Indian captors. The rest of the very long first paragraph is mostly taken up with domestic 

concerns, primarily centering on food, or the lack of it. In this Swarton follows 

Rowiandson's model; both women provide itemized lists of what they and their captors ate, 

and recount how they overcame their initial disgust at Indian fare. Swarton writes: "We 

had no com or bread; but sometimes groundnutts, acorns, purslain, hogweed, weeds, 

roots, and sometimes dog's flesh, but not sufficient to satisfy hunger with these; having 

but little at a time" (HFD 357). Mather's narratives, even the longer ones like his account of 

Hannah Dustin's captivity, do not contain those kinds of domestic details, but focus rather 

on the kinds of trials which are at the center of most men's accounts, and which generally 

involve torture or other physical pain deliberately inflicted by the captors. The physical 

suffering Hannah Swarton describes during her time with the Indians is not the result of 

violence, although the threat of violence is ever-present. Her pain comes from the 

difficulties of making a hard journey on foot in mid-winter. The question is less whether 

the Indians will physically abuse her than whether she has the stamina to go on, a frequent 

concern in women's narratives, beginning with Mary Rowiandson's. Such details as lists 
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of food also served a propagandistic purpose. Showing that Indians ate food which white 

colonists considered filthy, disgusting, and unfit for human consumption reinforced the 

idea that the Indians actually were less human and thus were undeserving of the land they 

occupied. 

Hannah Swarton's narrative provided Cotton Mather with rhetorical ammunition in 

the ongoing war against yet another enemy. According to her text, the greatest adversity 

she faced during her captivity experience was not the physical dangers of captivity among 

the Indians, but the threat posed to her soul by the proselytizing Catholic French. Close 

reading reveals the workings of the Swarton-Mather collaboration as anti-French, anti-

Catholic propaganda, as well as illuminating the issue of authorship. 

Although the narrative emphasis of the first part of Swarton's story seems to mark it 

as her text rather than Mather's, the issue of the narrative's "polished prose" is a more 

difficult one to address. In such imprecise yet distinctive qualities as tone and voice, 

Swarton's narrative resembles Rowlandson's much more than it does any of Mather's 

efforts. This is true particularly in the first half which, significantly, contains far fewer 

scripture references than appear in the second: only six, as opposed to the sixteen citations 

in that part of the text that tells of her life among the French and their efforts to convert her 

to Catholicism. There is also a distinct awkwardness in those places where Swarton 

describes her use of Bible verses to counteract Catholic theology, which suggests 

interpolation from another source into an already-existing text. For example: 

I knew God was able to deliver me ... and I believ'd he would either deliver me 

from them, or fit me for what he call'd me to suffer, for his sake and name. For 

their praying to angels, they brought the history of the angel that was sent to the 

virgin Mary, in the first of Luke .... {HFD 359) 



Between the first sentence in this passage and the second there is an abrupt and clumsy 

change in topic unlike anything in the first half of the narrative, which flows quite 

smoothly, making generous use of transitional phrases and words like "Yet," "But," 

"Whereupon," and "After." The voice in the first section can be characterized as that of a 

woman more intent upon telling the story of her experiences than on advancing a particular 

political or religious argument, while the second part of the narrative is concerned with 

precisely such arguments. 

Hannah Swarton's narrative appears to be an example of what Tara Fitzpatrick calls 

"the dual, sometimes dueling textual voices of the captives and their ministerial sponsors" 

(2). In Swarton's case, there is a specific point at which the ministerial voice begins to 

assert dominance. This is also the point at which her narrative turns into overt anti-French 

propaganda. The third paragraph begins with the sentence: "Here was a great and 

comfortable change as to my outward man, in my freedom from my former hardships and 

hard-hearted oppressors" {HFD 359). That change marks the beginning of Hannah 

Swarton's battle for her soul (not to mention her narrative), and of "danger to [herl inward 

man" {HFD 359). From this point on, scriptural quotations pepper the paragraphs like 

buckshot, and they are represented not only as sources of spiritual solace, but as 

ammunition in a theological war. Verbal volleys fly back and forth: 'They brought Exod. 

xvii.l told them we must come to God only through Christ, Joh. vi. 37. 44" {HFD 

359). The paragraphs also become shorter in the second half, as the narrative voice 

develops an unmistakable urgency in its rush to illustrate the intellectual and spiritual 

triumph of Protestant faith and learning. Such urgency is far less evident in Swarton's 

account of her physical trials while she was with her Indian captors. 
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The palimpsest effect of the dual voices is paiticularly apparent when Swarton's 

earlier voice momentarily breaks through with a brief account of her anxieties over 

attending the Catholic mass, that "idolatrous worship": 

1 was so restless that night, that I could not sleep; thinking what I should say to 'em 

when they urged me to go again, and what 1 should do. And so it was in the 

morning that a French woman of my acquaintance ... bid me that, if I would not 

be of their religion, I should go no more .... And accordingly I never went more, 

and they did not force me to it. {HFD 360) 

Here the voice is not that of a theologian but of an anxious woman, concerned not only 

about the state of her soul but also about a socially awkward situation. Her relief comes 

not from opening her Bible to the appropriate scripture, but from conversation with one of 

the enemy. Cotton Mather would probably have seen the Frenchwoman as an agent of 

divine providence, as Mary Rowlandson saw most of her Indian captors, especially when 

they were kind to her. Hannah Swarton, whose voice we clearly hear in this passage, does 

not think to represent her in that way. 

The narrative eloquently describes French conversion tactics: after "exceeding" 

kindness to the newly arrived captives (Swarton is fed, clothed, and "carry'd thence unto a 

hospital [where she isj very courteously provided for"), "the nuns, the priests, the friars, 

and the rest, set upon [the captives] with all the strength of argument they could from 

Scripture, as they interpreted it, to perswade [them] to turn Papist" {HFD 359). Cotton 

Mather, in Good Fetch'd Out of Evil (1706), confirms Swarton's descriptions of both 

French courtesy and French determination to convert their captives to Catholicism: 
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The French did buy many of the Captives, from the Indians, among whom they met 

with many instances of humanity, more or less, according to the Humour of those, 

in whose Families they became Servants or Sojourners .... (4) 

The French use all the means imaginable, to seduce their Captives unto the 

Idolatries and Superstitions of the Church of Rome. Their clergy especially are 

indefatigable in their Endeavours to Captivate the Minds of these poor People unto 

the Romish Religion. (21) 

Mather does not, indeed dares not, acknowledge the considerable number of 

Protestant captives who did choose to convert and remain in Canada. He refers to those 

successes as "very few, but some feeble and easy Children; and little to be boasted of," and 

offers three reasons why so many captives were able to withstand "the Assaults of the 

Canadiens." First, he claims that New Englanders were "well acquainted with the 

Scriptures; and able to stop the Mouths of their Tempters, with an. It is Written" 

(emphasis Mather's). Second, the captives were scandalized by the Catholic Mass, the 

"Lewd and Vile Manner the LORDS-DAY was profaned among the Romanists. And third, 

the captives "fortif[ied]" each other in their faith, "by Meeting and Praying together...by 

Discourse with one another... [and | by Writing" {Good Fetch'd Out of Evil, 21-22). 

All three of these points appear first in the Swarton narrative: the itemization of 

scriptures used to counter Catholic arguments, Swarton's discomfort at the Mass and her 

resolution not to attend any more, and the moral and spiritual support she received from 

other captives, especially "one that was in the same house with [her], Margaret Stillson" 

{HFD 360). Like Rowlandson, she was comforted by a Bible and by prayer, even after 

"the French debarr'd [the captives'] coming together for religious conference or other 

duties" {HFD 360). Both the Swarton narrative and Good Fetch'd Out of Evil imply a 
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sizeable number of English captives stubbornly holding to their cultural and religious 

separateness within an alien culture. Swarton's narrative does not mention, for example, 

that her two older children have probably converted to Catholicism and chosen to remain in 

Canada, where her daughter has most likely either married a French Catholic or entered a 

conventJO The image she presents instead, of steadfast faith standing as a bulwark against 

the seductive temptations of French culture and religion, is the strongest rhetorical strategy 

Mather has. With it he can both reinforce the Puritan readers' sense of moral and spiritual 

superiority, and further demonize the French. New Englanders have sinned, and the 

captivity of some of them is a divine retribution for those sins, but there is grace even in 

punishment, as it provides captives like Hannah Swarton with the opportunity to "declare 

the works of the Lord" {HFD 361). 

As political propaganda, Swarton's narrative also addresses one of Mather's other 

major concerns; the increasing atomism of Puritan settlements in distant locations outside 

the "hedge" of established church-centered communities, and the religious falling-away that 

accompanied such movement. This is the sin for which Swarton believes she is being 

punished: 

that I had left the publick worship and ordinances of God, where I formerly 

lived...to remove to the north part of Casco bay, where there was no church or 

minister of the gospel; and this we did for large accommodations in the world, 

thereby exposing our children to be bred ignorantly like savages, and ourselves to 

forget what we had formerly been instructed in; and so we turned our backs upon 

God's ordinances to get this world's goods. (HFD 357-58) 

Swarton's guilt and her internalization of Puritan values are evident here. This passage 

also indicates Swarton's capacity for at least partial authorship in the propagandizing of 
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those values. She acknowledges the risk of "forget[tingl what [she| had formerly been 

instructed in." As Mather asserts regarding "the People of New-England" in general, 

Swarton in all probability was educated in her religion, and thus could read and quite 

possibly write. As early as 1642, a mandate was put into effect which required that all 

New England children learn the catechism, and it is now generally accepted that many more 

colonial women could read than has previously been believed.31 Swaiton moved to Maine 

as an adult from Beverly, on the north side of Salem harbor, which was hardly a remote 

outpost. Although she may not have been a well-educated daughter of privilege like Mary 

Rowlandson, Hannah Swarton was probably not the ignorant "nobody" upon whom 

Lorrayne Carroll's erasure of her depends. 

In terms of social class and education, Swarton probably fell somewhere between the 

relatively privileged Mary Rowlandson and Hannah Dustin, who could not write her own 

name, and was probably more representative of most of her audience than either of those 

women. Armstrong and Tennenhouse describe the captivity narrative as a genre aimed at 

"people of 'the middling sort'," related by "an ordinary voice—and most often a female 

voice at that" (205), a characterization that seems quite appropriate to Hannah Swarton. 

Hers was a voice that was likely to be well-received and thus effective in reiterating the 

political and religious points Mather made in his sermons and other texts. 

As a representative symbol of the afflicted New Israel, Swarton was also an effective 

and sympathetic embodiment of the Judea capta type. Moreover, her conduct during her 

captivity embodied the womanly ideal outlined in manuals like Mather's Ornaments for the 

Daughters ofZion. She claims that her Puritan faith grew stronger under Catholic assault, 

but while she denied the French any spiritual authority over her, she was otherwise 

obedient and respectful of their temporal authority. The guilt and self-abasement expressed 
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in her narrative additionally suggest a passivity and deference to authority that 

complemented the Puritan "doctrine of afflictions that welcomed suffering and adversity by 

defining them as corrective, instructive, profitable"(Minter 337). In Ornaments, Mather 

warned women to: 

Think on the terrible Wants and Woes of your Souls; think on the Guile, and Filth, 

and Slavery wherein you are perishing every Day...think till you cry out. Oh 

wretched Woman that I am! Who shall deliver me? (69) 

It would have been unthinkable to Hannah Swarton that she might deliver herself, either 

spiritually or physically. However, although she may not have been the sole composer of 

the published version of her story, Hannah Swarton, unlike Hannah Dustin, was able to 

proclaim for herself the wisdom of waiting upon the Lord. Her own exemplary conduct, 

her utilization of the form of spiritual autobiography, and the religious and political 

propaganda woven into her story made hers an ideal captivity narrative for its time. 

Conclusion 

The earliest Puritan women's captivity narratives are instructive not only in showing 

the development of the first distinctively American literary genre, but also in illustrating the 

beginnings of an evolution in attitudes toward women's writing in general. During the 

fifteen years from 1682, when Mary Rowlandson's A True History established the pattern 

for the genre, to the 1697 publication of Cotton Mather's Humiliations Follow'd with 

Deliverances, the elements of the captivity narrative and its purposes became further 

distilled. Mary Rowlandson's and Hannah Swarton's narratives in particular function 

simultaneously as spiritual autobiographies or conversion narratives, as religious and 

political (anti-Indian and anti-French) propaganda and, in the spirit of conduct manuals like 
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Cotton Mather's Ornaments for the Daughters ofZion, as models of exemplary female 

behavior under conditions of great affliction. 

In Cotton Mather's recounting of Hannah Dustin's captivity, the traditional elements 

of the conversion narrative and conduct manual are conspicuous by their absence; the 

"improvement" with which he follows her story makes it clear that in terms of piety and 

proper womanly behavior he considers her example to be a negative one. Nathaniel 

Hawthorne's version of Dustin's stoiy attempts to turn the tables on Mather, making it a 

piece of anti-Puritan propaganda and further demonizing Dustin herself. Heniy David 

Thoreau makes it an American myth with distinctly spiritual overtones, and a political 

subtext quite different from Mather's racist rhetoric. Regardless of the version, however, 

Dustin's story points toward later captivity narratives, when religious considerations would 

give way to the reading public's twin demands for anti-Indian propaganda and titillating 

entertainment grounded not only in violence but in sexual threat, something which did not 

figure in the early narratives.32 In addition, the re-visioning of Dustin's experiences by 

later writers further attests to that continuing fascination with women's acts of violence, 

despite shifts away from Mather's ethnocentric religiosity in those writers' moral and 

ethical focuses. 

Publication and sometimes actual production of these narratives were from the 

beginning a collaborative effort between the women themselves and their ministerial 

sponsors, but here too there is something of a generational shift. Per Amicum's/ Increase 

Mather's preface to Mary Rowlandson's narrative validates not only her writing but also 

the audience's consumption of it, but does not extend that approval to women's writing in 

general. Cotton Mather, only a few years later, outspokenly encourages women to write 

and publishes the Hannah Swarton narrative with neither an apologetic preface nor an 
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introduction. This, regardless of how much he may have actually meddled with Swarton's 

text prior to publication (and despite his complete appropriation of Hannah Dustin's story), 

at least gives the appearance of an increasing acceptance of the idea of a woman telling her 

own story. 

Ironically, however, as this concept became more acceptable in theory, these three 

women's stories show little movement forward in terms of women's actual independence 

in the production of their own text. Mary Rowlandson's text, chronologically the first, 

seems to have suffered little, if any, editorial interference, but in order to be published it 

required an authorizing and interpretive preface. Hannah Swarton's narrative, the last of 

the three, appears to be a more independent production; although contained within Cotton 

Mather's Humiliations, and later his Magnolia Christi Americana, it is neither introduced 

nor interpreted by him. Close reading, however, indicates that despite the appearance of 

Swarton's independent authorship, Mather probably took a strong hand in revising her 

narrative to advance his own ends. 

The development and public acceptance of captivity narratives were facilitated by that 

genre's reliance on the forms and principles of spiritual autobiographies, conversion 

narratives and conduct manuals—forms of writing which were already open to or concerned 

with women—and religious or political tracts. What seems evident is that so long as 

women interpreted their captivity experiences by following the formulas of those accepted 

pre-existing genres, they might be granted some degree of autonomy, or at least the 

appearance of autonomy, in the production and publication of their narratives. If a 

woman's behavior during her captivity did not lend itself to such interpretation, as Hannah 

Dustin's did not, her story would be taken out of her hands and re-shaped, however 

awkwardly, to suit the purposes of male ministerial and political authority. 
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II 

FATES WORSE THAN DEATH: 

THE USES OF SEX IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY CAPTIVITY NARRATIVES, 

AND A TWENTIETH-CENTURY VARIATION ON THAT THEME 

From its beginnings in the late seventeenth century, the Indian captivity narrative was 

one of the few sanctioned public outlets for women's written expression, largely because it 

was approved and encouraged by male ministerial sponsors and authority figures. 

Produced under the influence and supervision of—and sometimes with direct textual 

intervention by—such male authorities as Increase and Cotton Mather, the earliest American 

women's narratives served not only as vehicles of religious expression and models of 

feminine Christian behavior, but also as highly effective anti-Indian propaganda. The 

Puritan authors of these accounts often refer to the natives by such epithets as "hell

hounds," "black creatures in the night," or "ravenous Wolves" (Rowlandson 33, 59), 

describing them as brutal, demonic, unregenerate savages who took pleasure in visiting 

horrific violence, torture, and death on the godly English. For their sins, the writers imply, 

the Indians deserved to forfeit both their lands and their lives. 

However, in the Puritans' catalog of Indian transgressions, one traditional element of 

warfare is missing: the historical record makes it clear that during the eariy decades of 

conflict, before white settlers invaded the lands west of the Mississippi, Indians did not 
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sexually molest their captives. i Leslie Fiedler, in The Return of the Vanishing American. 

writes: 

. . .  t h e  n a t i v e s  o f  A m e r i c a  d i d  n o t  p r a c t i c e  r a p e  g e n e r a l l y  u n t i l  t h e y  l e a r n e d  i t  f r o m  

their European invaders, and then they could achieve it only under the influence of 

the White Man's alcohol. They were, indeed, so continent sexually, so accustomed 

to long periods of enforced chastity while hunting or making war, that the French 

proto-anthropologists of the seventeenth century decided the Indians must be demi-

eunuchs, hermaphroditic at least. (45) 

A white woman might choose to marry into a tribe, as did such well-known captives as 

Eunice Williams, who was captured in the Deerfield Massacre of 1704, and Mary Jemison 

and Frances Slocum in the mid-eighteenth century.^ But if earlier narratives mention rape 

at all, it is to echo Mary Rowlandson's rather surprised acknowledgment that; 

I have been in the midst of those roaring lions and savage bears, that feared neither 

God nor man, nor the devil, by night and day, alone and in company, sleeping all 

sorts together, and yet not one of them ever offered the least abuse of unchastity to 

me in word or action .... (61) 

All that changed, however. The nineteenth century saw the development of the 

Indian's image—as opposed to historical reality—as not only a murderous heathen but a 

lustful beast, ravening after the tender, chaste bodies of white women. Indians joined the 

lineup of dark, exotic "others" who were perceived as threats to white female sexual purity 

and thus to the purity of white society. £Some rape of white captives did occur in the 

Plains regions, though not nearly so often as many writings of the period would indicate. 

Such incidents helped to embolden the image of Indian men as sexual villains. As both 

Annette Kolodny and Fiedler note, the rape of female "others" appears to be a practice 
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which the Indian learned from the white man, along with scalping and the consumption of 

alcohol.) This sexualizing of the racial conflict significantly increased the effectiveness of 

the captivity narrative as anti-Indian propaganda. Many narratives, both factual and 

fictional, by both male and female authors, began to include an element of sexual titillation 

of a very specific kind. This titillation, which women's factual narratives present indirectly 

and reluctantly and male-authored dime novels more sensationally, is inextricably linked 

with extreme violence against women; it is a sort of veiled pornography in which "the 

bodies of women [arel mastered, bound, silenced, beaten, and even murdered" (Griffin 2). 

To a significant portion of the white population, such an implicitly pornographic 

representation of Indian males' sexual violence provided additional justification for 

genocide, and the women who suffered that violence were viewed as martyrs to the cause 

of advancing civilization. This was especially true if they died in the process, like two 

young girls whose fate is described in the anonymous—and almost entirely fictitious—dime 

novel. General Sheridan's Squaw Spy and Mrs. Clara Blynn's Captivity Among the Wild 

Indians of the Prairies: 

These poor children were at once seized by the Indians, stripped, and horribly 

violated by at least a dozen of the red ruffians. And more horrible yet to relate, as 

each brute sated his passions, he would draw his knife and cut a deep score on the 

quivering body of the victim. Alas! no helping hand was near; and these helpless 

children were actually dead before the last savage sunk his tomahawk into their 

brains. The grown women, with the exception of Mrs. Blynn, were also ravished, 

each by several of the band. And Mrs. Blynn would have met with a like fate, but 

for the reason that, attracted by her great beauty, Santana took her for his own 

special prize. (34) 



The beautiful but unfortunate Mrs. Blynn's sufferings are only postponed, however. After 

being forced to serve as Santana's sex slave and tortured by his jealous wives, she is 

murdered by Santana just as General Sheridan's dragoons ride into Indian camp. The 

anonymous author allows Sheridan to express horrified and righteous indignation at the 

"infemal deed," and to satisfy readers' expectations by enacting vengeance on the "infernal 

red devil [who would] murder innocent women and children." 3 In the breathless intensity 

of this narrative, the demonic Santana stands in for all Indians, just as the virtuous, lovely, 

and dead Mrs. Blynn represents all white women. Her fate illustrates the potential threat 

nineteenth-century white women faced if they ventured into the wildemess which national 

and personal interests. Manifest Destiny, and God had called upon Euro-Americans to 

civilize. The fear such tales incited was not designed to keep setders from venturing west, 

however: it was meant to encourage them to remove the threat, i.e., the Indians who 

occupied the land the settlers coveted. Such stories also entertained their readers, of 

course, providing the vicarious thrill of any effective adventure narrative, plus a tantalizing 

frisson of dangerous sexuality rendered respectable by its containment within pious 

statements of outrage, statements which do not quite manage to quell the libidinous tingle 

they engender in many readers. 

The links between pornography and racism, and the uses of pornography as 

justification for racism, have been discussed by scholars primarily in connection with 

European and Euro-American attitudes toward blacks and Jews. Adolf Hitler effectively 

employed anti-Semitic pornography to play upon German fears that "pure Aryan women 

would...be ravished by the lustful Jew, and Aryan sperm, lured by the lascivious 

Jewess...misspent in producing half-breeds" (Dworkin 147). White Americans, especially 

in the South, tormented by fantasies of miscegenation involving black men and white 



women (but apparently not disturbed by the reverse image of white men and black 

women), brutalized and murdered black men. As Susan Griffin points out, 'This image 

of a dark man raping a fair woman embodies all that the racist fears" (159). The racist 

mind sees the white woman (who represents white society at its most vulnerable) as the 

victim in such a scenario, but in fact there are two victims, each of whom is relegated to the 

status of object. The first is the woman who is represented as being subjected to sexual 

violence. The second is the actual, individual—rather than imagined and generic—dark man 

who, because he is represented as a rapist by and for the racist and pornographic mind, is 

held accountable and victimized not for his own behavior, but for the behavior of that 

representation. 

The utility of the pornographic representation described above depends upon a complex 

association of ideas which are reflected in the public's reception of nineteenth-century 

sexualized narratives of Indian captivity. First, readers of both genders (and viewers, since 

visual arts, from marble sculpture to dime-novel illustrations, also depict this theme) must 

believe that the shocking and titillating image of the brutish Indian and his violated white 

victim represents literal fact They must be convinced that what the image represents did 

happen and could happen again, to them or to their mothers, sisters, wives, or daughters. 

They must also believe that sexual violation is indeed a 'Tate worse than death," and that 

any woman who survived it would be irreparably damaged and degraded. Rnally, white 

men—and women—had to be willing to sacrifice the reputations of particular white women 

by making those women's experiences public, in order to further galvanize national 

sentiment against the "savages" whose resistance threatened further westward expansion, 

and whose violent, uncontrollable passions threatened the sanctity of white womanhood. 
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The particular racist fear behind this use of the pornographic image depends upon a 

conviction that women's bodies are the gates of entry to the social system, the means by 

which the system can be polluted.-^ Such pollution includes the possible introduction of 

racially impure blood into a lineage, of course, but its effects extend beyond such 

apparently concrete concerns. Mary Douglas writes, "our pollution behavior is the reaction 

which condemns any object or idea likely to confuse or contradict cherished classiflcations" 

(36). The westward movement was celebrated as an advancement of civilization into 

savage lands, with the implication that white Americans brought with them a stable culture, 

securely grounded in an unshakeable belief system. But the realities of frontier life tended 

to "confuse[and] contradict cherished classifications," and the cultural stability that was 

taken for granted back home in the East could seem like a wistful memory to pioneers in 

their wagons, tents, or cabins on the trans-Mississippi frontier. Settlers were seldom fully 

informed about or prepared for the many difficulties and obstacles they would face, and for 

the practical and psychological adjustments they would have to make in order to survive in 

what was often an inhospitable and lonely landscape. This was particularly the case for 

many women, who struggled to maintain social identities and connections, and to establish 

at least the semblance of a secure domestic space. 

Following traditional gendered oppositions of nature and culture, nineteenth-century 

American women were perceived as the "weaker sex" and as creatures of nature; yet they 

were also seen as guardians of the religious and moral sensibilities that make culture 

possible. As Barbara Welter points out in her examination of the "Cult of True 

Womanhood," they were expected to exemplify the virtues of piety, purity, 

submissiveness, and domesticity (21). An idealized piety supposedly lifted the "true 

woman" above nature, while society's obsession with her sexual purity was a constant 
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reminder of the inherent and degrading carnality to which she might succumb. And if she 

did succumb, voluntarily or involuntarily, the moral foundations of American culture could 

crumble. The exaggerated sexual threat of Indian captivity reflected that obsessive fear. 

Euphemisms abound in accounts of women who were "abused," "outraged," 

"insulted," made to suffer "a fate worse than death," or "passed over the prairie," a 

particularly poetic description of the gang rape which by the mid-nineteenth century was 

assumed to be the fate of all female captives (Brown 20). Much of this language reflects 

the violation of a value system as well as. if not more than, of a woman. The "insult" or 

"outrage" applied not only to the individual victim but also to her culture; a consciousness 

of that threat to the culture as a whole may have been what led some women to subject 

themselves to the further humiliation of narrating their own defilement. Others, of course, 

may simply have needed the money that could be made from a sensational narrative. 

Whatever their reasons, the retumed captives who participated in this nationalistic, 

genocidal, and inherently pornographic project ran real risks in regard to their own future 

relationships within white society. Since female sexual purity was a core social value, 

women who admitted to sexual relationships with Indians—voluntary or involuntary — 

were, despite apparent public sympathy, considered to be polluted, profaned, and morally 

degraded. Small wonder, then, that stories were also told of women carrying knives or 

other weapons so that they could commit suicide if they were captured and thus avoid the 

shame of having their chastity violated.^ Reports of women actually following through on 

this intention are, however, virtually nonexistent. 

Some marriages foundered just on the suspicion that a woman had been sexually 

abused. Helen Carrothers Tarble, who was taken captive during the 1862 Dakota uprising 

in Minnesota, notes that "After my capture by the Indians there was discord between me 
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and my husband, and ... we 'agreed to disagree'" (49). Sarah Wakefield's successful 

doctor husband took to drink after his wife and children, captured in the same conflict, 

were returned to him. He went through most of the family's flnancial assets, and 

eventually appears to have committed suicide (Namias 248-50). Neither woman ever 

admitted to any sexual contact with her captors, although Wakefield in particular was the 

focus of much malicious gossip. Susan Brownmiller writes: 

An admission of sexual use after rescue would bring ridicule and sniggerings from 

the white society to which she was returned, in addition to rejection as a fitting, 

chaste partner by husband or future spouse. Female captives were closely 

scrutinized after rescue for signs of moral degradation. (142) 

A woman's reputation was so vulnerable that some Americans felt rescuing female 

captives was pointless. General Philip Sheridan and his close friend, George Armstrong 

Custer, privately agreed that since captive women would surely have been raped, "[ilt 

would be better for themselves and their families if they were never recovered...and best of 

all if they were somehow to perish: by murder, suicide, or the providentially directed bullet 

of a would-be rescuer" (Slotkin, The Fatal Environment 403-04). According to this 

thinking. Santana's murder of poor Mrs. BIynn, noted above, was actually providential. 

Such attitudes survived well into the twentieth century, and are reflected in the character of 

the driven and racist Ethan Edwards, played by John Wayne in John Ford's 1956 classic 

western. The Searchers. During the seven years Ethan searches for his niece Debbie, who 

has been captured by the Comanches, his goal shifts from rescuing the innocent little girl 

she was at the time of her capture to killing the nubile young woman she will have become, 

in order to erase the shame of her by then certain pollution. At one point during his quest 

Ethan encounters some returned captives at a fort; the women are gibbering idiots. 
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incapable of any normal human conversation or interaction. They have apparently retreated 

into madness as a result of their experiences among the savages, and their pathetic 

condition only strengthens Ethan's conviction that Debbie would be better off dead. Thus 

while Ethan's implacable racism may seem horrifying to a twenty-first-century audience. 

Ford's portrayal of the condition of the women at the fort might almost, to some viewers, 

seem to justify his murderous intention.6 

Many nineteenth-century readers would have agreed that, if female captives could be 

expected to suffer such complete disintegration of their sanity and identity as a result of the 

degradations to which they were allegedly subjected, then no punishment would be too 

extreme for their tormentors. However, such representations as that of the captives driven 

mad in The Searchers are simply not found in factual narratives, though certainly not all 

captives behaved with the greatest conmion sense during their ordeals. A captive's ability 

to keep silent, for example, or at least to ascertain when and how to speak, frequently 

seems to have been a deciding factor in determining survival. Maiy Rowlandson describes 

Goodwife Joslin, whose constant importunings that she be released finally so exasperated 

her captors that they "knockt her on the head, and the child in her arms with her" (39). 

Nearly two hundred years and uncounted captivity narratives later, many whites still failed 

to make the common sense connection implicit in Rowlandson's narration: by knowing 

when to keep quiet, Rowlandson survived to tell her story. Helen Tarble writes of her 

experience among the Dakotas during the 1862 Minnesota uprising led by Little Crow; 

[One of Little Crow's wives] told me that there were many white women captives 

and that they made a great fuss, crying a good deal, etc. She said the Indians did 

not like this and would kill the women if they kept up their crying, and would not 
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be good to me if I cried. I knew this was true and resolved to do my best to please 

them. (32) 

Earlier in her narrative Tarble describes her own capture, providing another example of 

how a captive's behavior might determine her fate: "On [an Indian's] reaching me I was 

astounded to hear him speak in real friendly tones .... 'All the nice women we will not 

kill; they will be squaws for the Indian braves'" (29). Certainly this warrior looked 

forward to a sexual relationship with his captive; however, what he describes is not gang 

rape but a pair bond that would be recognized as a marriage within his culture, although 

white society would see it quite differently. Tarble implies that she was somehow able to 

avoid this fate and maintain her chastity; nonetheless she attributes the end of her marriage— 

her and her husband's "agree[ment| to disagree"—to her captivity. 'To have been in the 

margins is to have been in contact with danger, to have been at a source of power," 

according to Mary Douglas (97). White inhabitants of pioneer settlements like those in 

Minnesota in 1862 recognized that the frontier they occupied was a marginal zone; 

Frederick Jackson Turner later defined it as "the outer edge of the wave-the meeting point 

between savagery and civilization" (28). Settlers managed to maintain the fiction that their 

small communities or individual holdings were at the civilized edge of that zone. The 

Minnesota Indian encampments where white captives were held during the 1862 Dakota or 

Sioux Uprising, for example, were perceived as being just beyond the savage edge, in a 

region where danger and disorder reigned and the authority of Euro-American social 

structures had been rejected. The immoral qualities of the "savages," in this view, included 

their failure to recognize and impose distinctions and boundaries, especially those 

boundaries that preserved the purity and established the authority of the dominant culture's 

political and sexual systems. A captive, particulariy a female captive, returning from such a 
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region might well be suspected of having become ideologically and/or sexually polluted. 

The "power" and knowledge such a woman acquired from facing and surviving the 

dangers of the unknown could be perceived as hazardous to the ideological stability of her 

community. This is apparent in the general reaction to Sarah Wakefield's narrative of her 

captivity, a narrative which does not support the prevalent ideology of her time with respect 

to Indian-white relations and responsibilities. One hundred years later Frederick Manfred, 

in his novel Scarlet Plume, would appropriate and radically revise her story to celebrate, in 

a spirit of 1960s' sexual and political liberalism, a kind of rebellion that would have 

shocked the outspoken Mrs. Wakefield. 

The Trials of Sarah Wakefield 

The perception of the danger posed by the free expression of women's experience, if 

that expression did not support prevailing ideologies, becomes evident upon examination of 

narratives written and published after the 1862 Dakota Uprising in Minnesota. This 

particular conflict was an especially rich source of captivity narratives by white women; 

estimates of the number of captives released to the army at the end of the fighting vary from 

"ninety female captives" to two hundred and fifty.^ Most of the narratives generated by 

that experience—whether written by women or men—are of the "blood and thunder," anti-

Indian variety, filled with gruesome massacre scenes and euphemistic but clear references 

to rape. Most of them also contain remarkably similar expressions of complete support for 

United States Indian policy, even though other astute observers, such as missionary 

Stephen Return Riggs and soldiers A. P. Connolly and Oscar Garrett Wall, acknowledged 

that the corrupt implementation of those policies was directly responsible for the uprising.^ 



At least one woman, however, wrote against the general public sentiment. While 

presenting a sympathetic picture of her Dakota captor, Sarah Wakefield also attempted to 

defend herself against charges that she was an "Indian lover" in the carnal sense. June 

Namias attribute's Wakefield's narrative choices to her Christian conscience (Namias 243, 

251), which insisted on telling the truth, but that conscience did not serve her well in the 

immediate context of the white Christian society to which she returned. By refusing to 

demonize the Indians en masse or to sexualize the violence of the uprising, she guaranteed 

that she herself would be demonized, and her private, i.e., sexual, behavior made a topic of 

public speculation and scorn. Wakefield's attempts to communicate the knowledge she had 

gained during her captivity, particularly her knowledge of the material and political 

consequences of U. S. Indian policy, were not welcomed by those who preferred to see the 

Indian as an unreasonable and ungovernable savage. A wiser woman, it might be argued, 

would have attempted to reintegrate herself into her community by immediately restating 

her commitment to the dominant value system and then doing all she could to disappear 

from public view. But despite her recognition of the social precariousness of her 

circumstances, Sarah Wakefield spoke out anyway. 

Wakefield's ordeal began on the afternoon of August 18, 1862. The Dakotas had seen 

most of their land sold or otherwise lost to whites over the years and were now largely 

dependent upon various government programs for survival. Relations with white settlers 

had been peaceful and apparently friendly for some time. But since the spring of 1862, 

several groups of traditional Dakotas, whom whites disparagingly referred to as "blanket" 

Indians, had been waiting outside the Yellow Medicine Indian agency for the annual food 

distributions and annuity monies promised them by an 1851 treaty. Although there was 

food in the agency warehouses, the administrator. Major Thomas Galbraith, refused to 



issue it until the annuity money arrived. But the money was late, and some of the Indians 

were starving. Tension was high, not only between Indians and whites, but between 

"blanket" Indians and the "farmer" Indians who had adopted white ways and were 

rewarded by receiving signiflcantly more material goods than their traditional counterparts. 

The first violence occurred on August 17 at nearby Acton, when some young Dakotas 

who were stealing eggs killed a white fanner, his wife, and three visitors.9 The next day, 

Wakefield's husband, the doctor at the Yellow Medicine agency, arranged for her to take 

their two children to Fort Ridgely, where he thought they would be safer; Dr. Wakefield 

remained behind. En route to the fort, Sarah Wakefield's wagon was stopped by two 

Dakotas, Chaska and his brother-in-law Hapa. Hapa shot and killed Wakefield's driver, 

one George Gleason, and would have killed Wakefield too, but Chaska dissuaded him and 

in effect saved Sarah Wakefield's life, and the lives of her children, by taking them not so 

much into captivity as into protective custody. According to Wakefield's narrative. 

Chaska's stated intention from the first was "to take care of them," so that he could "restore 

[her] to [her] husband...[to] give [her] up as he took [her]" that is, with her virtue intact 

(14, 28). For six weeks, the duration of the uprising, Wakefield and her children were part 

of Chaska's household, sharing the tepee with him and his mother, and occasionally with 

Hapa and Hapa's wife (Chaska's sister). In her narrative Wakefield freely admits that she 

developed a close bond with Chaska and his mother during that time, but insists that it was 

a non-sexual bond of gratitude and friendship, which she claims was misrepresented by the 

vicious, racist gossip of other white captives and the white soldiers into whose custody the 

captives were eventually delivered. 

In late September, recognizing the inevitability of their defeat, the Dakotas capitulated 

and turned over their captives to Colonel (later General) H. H. Sibley and his troops at 
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Camp Release. But rather than signifying the end of Wakefield's tribulations, her release 

marked the beginning of a new ordeal as Chaska, a "farmer" or "friendly" Indian, was 

arrested and tried for the murder of George Gleason. Sarah Wakefield testified in Chaska's 

defense, even though court records list her as "a witness on the part of the prosecution." lo 

She was, in fact, the only white woman to speak on behalf of any of the hundreds of 

Indians who were charged in connection with the uprising (Namias 223), i' and her 

outspoken defense of Chaska, both in and out of court, almost certainly worked against 

him. He was initially sentenced to death,i ^ but after review by a presidential commission 

that sentence was reduced to five years in prison. However, a suspicious combination of 

clerical errors and what was termed "mistaken identity" resulted in his being hanged 

nonetheless, along with thirty-seven other prisoners, in the largest mass execution in U. S. 

history. 

Both Wakefield's personal pain from the gossip about her, and her outrage at Chaska's 

fate are evident throughout the text of her narrative, which she wrote soon after his 

execution. Unlike most of her sister captives who wrote of their experiences, she does not 

focus on the horrors of the massacres that took place; she herself witnessed only one 

killing, that of George Gleason. Neither does she bemoan any mistreatment at the hands of 

her Dakota captors. Although she admits she was sometimes afraid, because of recurring 

rumors that captives were about to be killed, for the most part she insists that her captors 

went out of their way to keep her safe and comfortable. 

Instead of concentrating on Indian depredations, Wakefield scathingly indicts the 

injustice and corruption of the United States government's Indian policies. The 

implementation of those policies, which allowed white traders to cheat the Indians out of 

their allotment monies, and to withhold the annual distribution of food to which they were 
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entitled by treaty and upon which they had become dependent, had brought the Dakotas to 

the brink of starvation. Wakefield holds white authorities directly responsible for the 

Indians' desperation and anger, and thus for the carnage of the uprising, 

She also questions the motives and character of those who criticized her speech and 

behavior during her captivity, and who claimed that she and Chaska had engaged in a 

consensual sexual relationship. Her story is, above all, an impassioned defense of her own 

virtue as a Christian wife and mother, and of the innocence of the Dakota man who 

protected that virtue and saved her life more than once, ultimately at the cost of his own. 

This was not what most members of her reading public wanted to hear. 

While her little book may have had some financial success (like dime novels, the 

cheaply printed captivity narratives sold briskly and were passed from hand to hand until 

they were literally read to pieces), it also represented, and in all likelihood perpetuated, the 

social failure of its author. Sarah Wakefield had violated contemporary standards of 

female behavior during her captivity, and the very process of self-defense required that she 

publicly humiliate herself by narrating her transgressions in order to justify them. She 

recognized that whereas prior to the uprising she had occupied a position of relative 

privilege—as the doctor's wife she was more affluent and had more leisure time than her 

neighbors—her behavior while in captivity had made her the object of gossip and contempt, 

and relegated her to an isolation and marginality far more extreme than that experienced by 

other captives. It was a position from which she tried desperately and unsuccessfully to 

extricate herself. The preface to her narrative contains a clear statement of purpose: "I have 

written a true statement of my captivity to vindicate myself, as I have been grievously 

abused by many, who are ignorant of the particulars . . .." (2). Those "many," however, 

were not interested in "the particulars." 



Unlike Sarah Wakefield, a conventionally "good" woman was silently supportive of the 

system which had, through the corruption of its own agents, created the conditions which 

led to the uprising. F^iblic sentiment was so strongly anti-Indian that if the "good" woman 

broke her silence to narrate her experiences, she made sure to explicitly support white 

social norms even when those norms condoned blatantly unethical treatment of the racial 

other. Helen Tarble, for example, writes: "As to the cause of the outbreak, nothing has 

ever been advanced but theories. The facts do not furnish an excuse, or even an 

explanation, which is satisfactory." Tarble then goes on to rationalize and ultimately 

dismiss the delay in annuity payments and food distribution, and apparently the starvation 

that issued from that delay, as causes for violence (II). A few women's narratives 

momentarily depart from the approved anti-Indian stance to show some compassion for 

Indian women and children, but that could be overlooked by contemporary readers as 

simple tender-heartedness, a laudable feminine trait. What mattered most was that the 

writer generally support white expansion and the concurrent "civilizing" or removal of the 

Indians. In contrast to this more conventional woman, Wakefield's refusal to be silenced, 

and her insistence on voicing her personal and political concems, branded her as corrupt, a 

challenge to established political and sexual authority, and an "Indian lover" in every sense. 

Wakefield, of course, denied all such charges. Unfortunately, she could not persuade 

her critics to accept her interpretations of her words and behavior. Wakefield's responses 

to captivity had been pragmatic at a time when pragmatism was not necessarily a woman's 

most desirable characteristic, especially if it appeared to conflict with the virtues of True 

Womanhood, in this case the particular virtues of submissiveness and purity, Believing 

that as a mother her first duty was to stay alive to care for her children, Sarah Wakefield 

had reinterpreted submissiveness in the context of surviving her captivity, and cheerfully 



accommodated herself to Dakota dress and customs (Wakefield 15, 27, 36-37). Then, 

when she was sexually threatened by Hapa, she and Chaska lied that Chaska had taken her 

as his wife (27-28), in effect protecting her purity by pretending that it was already lost, at 

least by white standards. But if such behavior made her life with the Dakotas easier, it won 

her no favor in the eyes of other captives, nor later among the soldiers at Camp Release. 

She writes: "They soon at the camp began to say that I was in love; that I was his wife; that 

1 preferred living with him to my husband, and all such horrid, abominable reports....! 

never could love a savage, although I could respect any or all that might befriend me" (55). 

Her reputation was irreparably damaged. Colonel Sibley wrote to his wife from Camp 

Release that: 

One rather handsome woman among them, had become so infatuated with the 

redskin who had taken her for a wife, that, although her white husband was still 

living at some point below, and had been in search of her, she declared that were it 

not for her children, she would not leave her dusky paramour. 16 

There is little doubt that Sibley refers here to Sarah Wakefield. He continues the story in 

his next letter 

The woman I wrote you of yesterday, threatens that if her Indian who is among 

those who have been seized, should be hung, she will shoot those of us who have 

been instrumental in bringing him to the scaffold, and then go back among the 

Indians. A pretty specimen of a white woman she is, truly! 

Wakefield acknowledges threatening anyone who should take part in Chaska's execution, 

but insists that she was misunderstood and laments that "this remark has been reported 

throughout the State." She explains, "Anyone well acquainted with me knows my violent 
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impulsive disposition, and would not heed what I say when I am excited" (53). She never 

at any point in her narrative admits to any desire to "go back among the Indians." 

Like the supposedly corrupt "Red" women Klaus Theweleit describes in Male Fantasies 

(70-79),' 8 Wakefield refused to be silenced. For that refusal she was characterized as a 

whore, illustrating the conflation of political and sexual transgression that has so often 

characterized popular perceptions of women who challenge prevailing political or social 

ideologies. In her narrative Wakefield insists on voicing her own personal and political 

concerns, and refuses to accept the categories to which her society has assigned the various 

participants and/or victims of the uprising. In addition to blaming whites—government 

policy-makers, Indian agents, and traders—for the uprising, she casts the Indians as victims 

deserving of sympathy and compensation. She denies that she has been either a victim of 

the kind of sexual violence that made so many captivity narratives so titillating, or a whore, 

that is, Chaska's willing sexual partner. Other women made the same claim that they had 

emerged from captivity undefiled, but they did not give any credit for their preservation to 

their male Dakota captors. At Chaska's trial, and later in her narrative, Wakefield attempted 

to force the court and her readers to see him as an individual with ethics like their own, 

rather than just another "savage." But in the aftermath of the uprising, when Indians were 

viewed as individuals, it was primarily in order to define them as devious and 

unrepentantly evil—the general perception of Little Crow, the leader of the uprising—or as 

heroic in the service of the whites whose superiority the Indian acknowledged, like John 

Otherday, who led a large party of whites to safety. A fairly ordinary fellow like Chaska, 

acting on a smaller scale than Otherday, but still according to the same standards of decency 

that whites were assumed to value, hardly stood a chance. 
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Wakefield's forceful defense of Chaska may have eased her conscience, but it did him 

no good. His conviction and subsequent "accidental" hanging were connected less with 

George Gleason's murder—a crime to which there was only one eyewitness, Sarah 

Wakefield—than with his alleged role in the pornographic scenario that unfolded in the 

imaginations of his white accusers. If he was not guilty of murder, or even of rape, then 

he was at the very least a seducer, which was even worse, since in addition to defiling his 

victim's body he had corrupted her mentally and spiritually and turned her against her own 

people. That corruption would have seemed evident to the tribunal, as it did to Sibley in 

his comments about her defense of "/ler Indian," in Wakefield's impassioned defense of 

those Indians whom she claimed had taken no part in the violence, and in her insistence on 

holding whites responsible for the uprising in the first place. 

Sibley's letters to his wife make it clear that he disapproved of Wakefield's emotional 

attachment to Chaska, and her sister captives generally condenuied her comfortable 

relationship with the Indians. One such captive, Mary Schwandt, writes disapprovingly of 

what she observed after the white captives had been instructed to don Indian apparel and to 

otherwise integrate themselves into the daily life of their captors: 

I remember Mrs. Dr. Wakefield and Mrs. Adams. They were painted and 

decorated and dressed in full Indian costume, and seemed proud of it. They were 

usually in good spirits, laughing and joking, and appeared to enjoy their new life. 

The rest of us disliked their conduct, and would have but little to do with them. 

(472-73) 

Wakefield argues that her apparent happiness with the Indians, like her "marriage" to 

Chaska, was simply a pretense, part of a persona she created to guarantee her survival and 

that of her children. Susan Griffin writes, in reference to the apparent cheerfulness of 
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slaves in the antebellum South and the pleasure simulated by women in pornography, 

"Survival forces a people to leam to perform .... Women, too, possess this 'remarkable 

talent'" (203). That talent for performance may have been Sarah Wakefield's undoing. In 

her narrative she confesses that she lied several times during her captivity: not only did she 

claim to be married to Chaska when there was no sexual or romantic relationship between 

them, but she also "took particular pains to speak in favor of the Indians, many times 

upholding them in their undertakings, because [she] knew it would all be repeated again to 

the Indians." Naively, or perhaps disingenuously, she claims, "I little thought every word 

would be remembered and told to my injury" (27). 

Although Wakefield acknowledges that her behavior in captivity was largely a 

performance, she seems surprised and huit that after her release Sibley and other whites 

failed to believe her claims about Chaska's innocence, her own unsullied virtue, and her 

reasons for her behavior while among the Indians. In fact, except for claiming to be 

married to Chaska, in many ways her behavior was not dramatically different from that of 

certain of her sister captives, who emerged from the experience with their reputations 

unsullied. Like Helen Tarble, Urania White, who was held in the same camp as Sarah 

Wakefield, admits that "In order to make myself as agreeable as possible to them, I feigned 

cheerfulness, and took particular notice of their papooses, hoping that by doing so I would 

receive better treatment from them, which I think had the desired effect" (White 414). Even 

Mary Schwandt, who apparently was raped after her capture, and who so strongly 

disapproved of Wakefield's behavior, claims to have felt gratitude and fondness for her 

Dakota "mother," Snana. Why, then, was Sarah Wakefield disbelieved and ostracized? 

There are several reasons. Other women captives acknowledged that they "feigned 

cheerfulness," but they did not, like Wakefield, claim a sexual relationship or make wild 



promises in exchange for their lives. Wakefield describes one such incident as evidence 

that she was deranged by fear 

I asked [Shakopee, a chief] if I was to be killed. I told him if he would only spare 

me that I would help kill the other prisoners. I also promised never to leave his 

Band, and that I would sew, chop wood, chop wood [sic], and be like a squaw. I 

was so frightened that I really did not know what I was saying, nor did I care; for 

all I thought of was, if I can only live a little while longer, and get away, my 

husband, if living, will not care what promises are made, if his wife and children 

were saved. 

It was awful the promises I made to kill my own people, but I was nearly crazy, 

and was expecting the soldiers to come very soon and wished to live to see them. 

(29-30) 

Wakefield desperately attempts to cast herself as an hysteric in order to excuse her words, 

but Sibley and other whites—including her husband who, as it turns out, apparently did 

care what promises she made—refuse to see her in that role. She had played her previous 

role, as acculturated captive and Chaska's "wife," too well, establishing herself as an 

example of feminine falseness. Besides, the literature of the period provided numerous 

examples of "the frequency with which derangement follow[ed] loss of virtue" (Welter 25). 

Whether sane or deranged, to her white saviors she was untrustworthy; she could as easily 

be performing for them as she claimed she had for the Indians. 

Michel Foucault writes that during the Victorian period society allowed two places for 

the toleration and containment of illegitimate sexualities: the brothel and the madhouse (5). 

Wakefield's assumed voluntary intimacy with Chaska would be understandable only in 

terms of one or the other of those contexts. Temporary insanity does not appear to have 



been a defense her contemporaries could imagine for a woman in her situation, and so, 

since Sibley and others who judged her refused to see her as mad, they classified her as a 

prostitute. Unfortunately, neither of those roles—madwoman or prostitute—would have 

allowed her the reintegration into society that she desired. Even a Magdalen-like 

conversion could not cleanse her of the stain of interracial sex, and in any event, such a 

conversion would require an admission of bodily sins which Sarah Wakefield adamantly 

denied ever committing. 

Still, society might have responded less harshly to Wakefield if she had established 

stronger ties with the other white women who were held captive in the same camp. She 

does record a few short conversations, such as one in which she advises another white 

captive to accommodate herself more cheerfully to her captors, but for the most part she 

portrays herself as voluntarily isolated from her peers, feeling safest in Chaska's tepee with 

his mother 

Many of the white prisoners were roving from morning until night, and would 

often wish me to accompany them, but I always refused .... I felt as if this was 

my home, and I stayed there all the time I was in captivity, and was much better 

treated than any other female on that account. 

1 thought I was better off staying there attending to my children than I was 

roving around gossiping ... for of all the places for gossip I ever was in, that 

Indian camp was the worst. (27) 

Ironically, by removing herself from the presence and practice of gossip, she became its 

subject. Because she did not trust or confide in her sister captives, she had no female allies 

to support her story and defend her reputation. 
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The seeds of that distance between Wakefield and the other white women may have 

been sown before the uprising. In her description of her life at Yellow Medicine, 

Wakefield does not represent herself as a hard-working pioneer woman, but rather as 

someone with enough leisure to ride out daily to visit the missionaries at the two nearby 

missions a few miles away, or to visit and smoke with the Indian women in their camp. 

She employed Indian women to work in her home, on Sundays she attended the Dakota 

church, and by the time of her capture both she and her five-year-old son spoke fluent 

Dakota. She writes: "I became so much accustomed to them and their ways, that when I 

was thrown into their hands as a prisoner, I felt more easy and contented than any other 

white person among them, for I knew that not one of the Yellow Medicine Indians would 

see me and my children suffer as long as they could protect us" (5-7). It is no wonder, 

then, that some of the other white women might distrust or resent her. 

No doubt Wakefield also placed too great a value on the Christian ideal of confession, 

thinking, or at least hoping, that if she explained herself—her opinions, actions, and 

motivations—she would be understood and reintegrated into the society that had so 

viciously criticized her. No doubt she also hoped for at least some admission that Chaska's 

death had been more than an accident, some public acknowledgment of his virtue that 

would vindicate her own, and assuage the tremendous guilt she felt over his fate. Foucault 

describes confession as: 

a ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, for one does not confess without 

the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who is not simply the interlocutor but 

the authority who requires the confession ... and intervenes in order to judge, 

punish, forgive, console, and reconcile ... [confession] exonerates, redeems, and 

purifies [the one who confesses]; it unburdens him of his wrongs, liberates him. 
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and promises him salvation .... (62) 

Sarah Wakefield was judged and punished, but not forgiven or reconciled. Neither does 

she appear to have been unburdened or liberated, despite her assertion at the end of her 

narrative that she would "bid this subject farewell forever'' (63). Sarah Wakefield was 

never able to escape the defining event of her life. When she died thirty-seven years later, 

the obituary headline read; "Death of Mrs. Wakefield, In Minnesota since 1854. She Was a 

Prisoner of the Sioux for Six Weeks during Their Outbreak." 19 And a century after the 

publication of her narrative, a male novelist would resurrect and reinterpret her story as 

exactly the kind of violent and highly sexualized narrative she tried so hard not to write. 

Fantasy and Apotheosis in Scarlet Plume 

In 1964, one hundred years after the publication of Wakefield's second edition, 

Frederick Manfred's novel Scarlet Plume was published as part of his Buckskin Man 

Tales, a series of five novels of the American West .20 Scarlet Plume tells the story of 

Judith Raveling, who is captured by a band of Yankton Dakota during a massacre at the 

fictional Skywater (Manfred's name for the historical Lake Shetek, site of a particularly 

bloody raid during the actual 1862 uprising). Judith is unhappily married; her husband, 

Vince, who is a disappointment to her sexually and in most other ways, is away fighting in 

the Civil War. Her young daughter and almost all her neighbors are killed at the massacre, 

and shortly after their capture both Judith's sister and her closest woman friend are 

murdered by a deranged warrior, leaving her the only white person in the Dakota camp. 

There she is drawn to the handsome and mysterious warrior Scarlet Plume, who had earlier 

attempted to warn her of the impending violence. But the elderly chief Whitebone claims 
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her as his wife, and then decides that the beautiful, blond Judith is wakan, a white goddess 

who must never again be defiled by any man's touch. 

A few days after that elevation in status, Judith escapes to try to make her way to a 

white settlement. Scarlet Plume follows her to protect her, and they eventually spend 

several passionate days in a hidden glen, where he awakens Judith's heretofore 

undiscovered sexuality and she decides that she does not want to return to white society. 

Soon, though. Scarlet Plume decides their relationship is wrong, and that the white 

goddess must go back to her people. He escorts her to Camp Release, where he is arrested 

and sentenced to death, although he in fact took no part in the massacres. (Like Wakefield, 

Manfred is careful to distinguish between hostile and "friendly" Dakotas.) Scarlet Plume 

does not protest his fate. As the prisoners are being transported to Mankato for the same 

mass hanging in which the historical Chaska died, a group of whites from the German 

settlement of New Ulm (which was particularly hard hit during the actual uprising) attacks 

the wagons. One woman climbs into the wagon carrying Scarlet Plume and emasculates 

him with her butcher knife. Scarlet Plume is hanged at Mankato and Judith, pregnant with 

his child, walks away onto the prairie, never to be seen by whites again. 

Manfred had planned for several years to write a novel about the 1862 uprising. His 

working notes show that his historical research was wide-ranging and meticulous, so that 

the details of the novel accurately convey the events as represented by those who witnessed 

and participated in them. But although the initial massacre and other violent scenes are 

rendered in horrifying detail drawn from obviously racist historical accounts, Manfred was 

also careful to represent the Indian point of view, and the novel is ultimately most 

sympathetic to the Dakotas. White settlers and soldiers are never portrayed as some of 

them described themselves, as "a cultivated and Christian race," "a race of higher 
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intellectual and physical endowments" (Bryant and Murch 26,463), but rather as the 

flawed and occasionally distincdy unpleasant people they undoubtedly were. Manfred's 

treatment of the Dakotas is similarly even-handed; with the exception of Scarlet Plume, they 

are not drawn as particularly "noble savages," although Manfred celebrates native 

spirituality and acknowledges that whites bore most of the blame for the uprising. 

Manfred's working notes for Scarlet Plume provide a revealing chronicle of his 

creative process, as he sifts through and discards various characterizations and plot 

devices. He had intended from the first that this novel would center on an interracial love 

story, but it was not until he "came upon a letter General Sibley wrote to his wife in which 

he refers in scathing tones to a young lady they both knew who preferred to go with her 

Indian lover into the wilds rather than go back to her husband" that Manfred found the 

inspiration for his plot, and began to develop characters to fit it (Manfred and Milton 41-42, 

68). 

The letter to which he refers is the one about the handsome white woman and her 

"dusky paramour." Excerpts from it, as well as from Sibley's letter narrating Sarah 

Wakefield's threat to shoot those responsible for hanging Chaska, and one more of 

Sibley's letters referring to her, appear as epigraphs at the beginning of the novel. The last 

part o^Scarlet Plume is closely based on Sarah Wakefield's story. The heroine's 

experiences parallel Wakefield's even in specific passages of dialogue, several of which are 

quoted directly—albeit without any form of attribution—from Wakefield's narrative, 

Sibley's letters, and court records. But if Scarlet Plume's parallels with Wakefield's 

narrative are significant, the divergences are even more so. Manfred takes Sibley's 

assessment of Wakefield's character at face value, rather than as opinion based on hearsay; 

he then recasts it so as to transform Wakefield and Chaska, who seem to have been rather 



95 

ordinary people, into heroic and romantic figures, larger and far more beautiful than life. 

In so doing, he anticipates the captivity romance boom that swept the paperback market 

beginning in the early 1980s (McCafferty 44). Although Manfred's novel is arguably more 

ambitious and complex than those mass-produced fantasies aimed at the female romance 

reader it is, like them, written entirely from the point of view of the female protagonist 

Scarlet Plume, however, is grounded not in romance but in violence and male sexual 

fantasy, as Manfred celebrates his fictional heroine for precisely the sort of transgressive 

sexual behavior that his source. Sarah Wakefield, took such pains to deny. 

As other critics have observed, Manfred's attempt to capture and sustain the female 

point of view is not entirely successful; Judith's quick recovery from traumas such as her 

daughter's murder is unconvincing and in the expression of many of her thoughts it is all 

too easy to hear the voice of the man behind the curtain (Flora 33). The novel itself is a 

curiously hybrid text that is part captivity romance, of the "noisomely visceral thriller"^ i 

variety, and part literary western. In his attempt to create a liberated heroine, one able to 

simultaneously celebrate her sexuality and deny the restrictions of her culture, Manfred 

indulges in the male fantasy of the uninhibited and insatiable woman. Such a fantasy 

figure, however, also has its fearful side, one that is not developed in the captivity 

romances aimed at women. The insatiable woman devours a man; she is seen in the mythic 

figures of the vagina dentata and the castrating mother-bitch-goddess. In Scarlet Plume, 

Judith, explicitly represented by Manfred as a "white goddess," becomes the purveyor of a 

passion which both figuratively and literally emasculates the hero whom Manfred had 

intended to portray as "the male at his height, at his most fulfilled moment" (qtd. in Wright 

151). 
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In Pornography and Silence, Susan Griffin writes "In the idea of the pornographic 

image we imagine a revolution against silence" (I). Manfred almost certainly never 

imagined himself as a pomographer, but that kind of revolutionary impulse "against 

silence" led him to write in the dedication to Scarlet Plume: "The import of this book may 

seem shocking to some people—still it is a book written in love, since it has always been 

my belief that if one wishes to speak with truth in the brain, one must speak with love in 

the heart." All the evidence from Manfred's notes, interviews, and other writings supports 

his intention to convey truth as he saw it. The graphic violence of the first quarter of the 

novel is based closely on contemporary historical accounts (other than Wakefield's), and it 

is clear from his own comments that he wanted to achieve authenticity in expressing the 

female point of view. He felt validated when a woman friend told him, "'Officially the 

women will deny that this is the way they behave, but... actually this is what a woman 

would do.'" Manfred responded that "When the chips are down the girls choose the right 

course for survival" (Manfred and Milton 67). 

The link Manfred makes here is a tenuous one. Judith's survival is not linked to her 

sexuality, since Whitebone's declaration of her sacredness marks her as a white goddess 

whom "'No man shall touch...again'" {SP 188). This deification not only protects her but 

effectively sets her apart from the rest of the community; she is revered but also objectified 

and silenced. According to Griffin, "pomographers give their female victims voices 

through which to express their wills, only in order to silence those voices and to erase the 

will, a feat that effectively denies their status as human subjects" (40). Manfred creates in 

Judith an intelligent woman who speaks her mind, who "had participated in the new 

feminist movement that was sweeping America" {SP 92) in the 1860s, but he also de-

historicizes her, saddling her with his interpretation of a 1960s' "women's liberation" 
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consciousness that is never truly convincing. In spite (or perhaps because) of this 

consciousness, she is silenced in both white and Indian cultures, first by an unpleasant 

husband, then by her Dakota captors, and finally by the soldiers at Camp Release, who 

treat her like a prostitute and refuse to take seriously anything she has to say. Even Scarlet 

Plume, operating on a level of mysticism and duty which she cannot begin to comprehend, 

pays little attention to her words. Judith, in textbook pornographic fashion, speaks 

effectively only through her body. 

Manfred's working notes reveal that he considered a variety of scenarios for bringing 

his hero and heroine together, such as this one which employs the nineteenth-century post-

massacre gang rape stereotype: "After the sixth rape, a 'nicer* redskin comes along and this 

time, to her great surprise, she exploded in enjoyment, and this one she comes to love."22 

To his credit, Manfred did not pursue this particular plot strategy. In Scarlet Plume, rape is 

not presented as a source of particular sexual pleasure for either victim or rapist. It is, 

rather, an act of violence, intended to humiliate white men, as the clearly designated "bad" 

Indian, Mad Bear, makes clear when he urges his fellows to "count coup on all the women 

the white man's way," a reference to white men's sexual abuse of Dakota women. The idea 

of interracial sex as defiling is thus present in the novel not only as an echo of nineteenth-

century white accounts (including Wakefield's), but also in Manfred's representation of the 

Dakota point of view {SP 72, 75). (The one exception to Manfred's representation of rape 

as violent rather than sexual appears in the dying words of Judith's friend. Mavis, a 

flirtatious and somewhat promiscuous widow. She tells Judith, "for once I've had my fill 

of sleeping with men without offense to God....even when the first Indian did it to me, and 

I saw there was no use in resisting, I told myself....'Well, if it has to be—welcome, 

pleasure'" [5P 156]. Interestingly, although through this character Manfred appears to 
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indict a puritanical society that makes a woman feel guilty for enjoying sex, that same 

woman is punished with one of the most protracted and gruesome deaths in the novel after 

she is raped with the handle of a war club.) 

Scarlet Plume is never a rapist; ultimately, Judith seduces him (SP 242-45). He 

satisfies her need, not his own, acceding reluctandy to her desire to have her sexuality 

awakened. That satisfaction of her needs is the foundation of their relationship, which, 

once established, is grounded in a complex of gender reversals, initially Scarlet Plume 

plays the role of the "nurturing native" in their isolated haven, finding and preparing food 

and medicines to nurse Judith back to health after the injuries and starvation she endured 

following her escape from the Dakota camp. Their separation from both white and Indian 

cultures in this part of the novel is important in maintaining the fantasy, even mythic, 

quality of their romance. Mary Louise Pratt, writing about such "transracial love stories," 

tells us that the "love relationships unfold in some marginal or privileged space where 

relations of labor and property are suspended" (100). This is a dramatic departure from 

Sarah Wakefield's experience; her relationship with Chaska, whatever it was, occurred 

entirely within a crowded Indian camp in which "relationships of labor and property" were 

strictly defined and enforced. In most such stories, however, from the myth of Pocahontas 

through nineteenth century dime novels, the nurturing native is female and her fate is 

ultimately tragic. At best she is abandoned by her white lover; often, like Manfred's hero, 

she is destroyed. As Manfred reverses things, the hyper-masculine Scarlet Plume performs 

the kind of nurturing tasks coded as female in both cultures; he constructs a shelter for the 

two of them and finds and prepares food . He also acts as a nurse, since Judith is weak 

and ill. and he appears to do these things less out of love for Judith than out of pity and as 

service to the white goddess. His feminization in this context foreshadows the bloodier 
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emasculation that precedes his end. Only Judith speaks of love; Scarlet Plume's terse 

utterances are generally confined to fatalistic observations regarding his guilt (for daring to 

touch her sexually), his people's inevitable defeat, and his own impending death. 

In a 1964 conversation with John R. Milton, Manfred remarked: 

There's always a girl in my life somewhere, an ideal. You know, Robert Graves 

calls her the White Goddess.... You see, the point of the White Goddess is that 

you must never touch her. The moment you touch her she is no longer the White 

Goddess for you. She then is something else. (21) 

The implication is that the White Goddess will be diminished, tarnished by her admirer's 

touch, but in this case it is not so much Judith who is changed by their contact as it is 

Scarlet Plume. Her ritual status makes her dangerous to him. Scarlet Plume knows that he 

must not touch her, yet he does, and so, like some self-mutilating votary of Graves's White 

Goddess, he sacrifices his manhood on the altar of her voracious sexual and emotional 

need. Wallace Stegner writes about Manfred: 

Reality is too small for him .... The movement of Fred Manfred from reality and 

h i s t o r y  t o  m y t h  i s  a s  i n e v i t a b l e  a s  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  o f  g a s  t o  f i l l  a n  e m p t y  s p a c e  . . . .  

He equates the early experience of the American West...with the actions of Homeric 

Greece or the Iceland of the Sagas.23 

In Manfred's heroic equation, the fulfillment of Scarlet Plume's fate is his undoing. 

Because in serving his goddess sexually he has violated his people's deeply-held beliefs, 

because he has broken the vows of his soldiers' lodge, and because he has gone against his 

vision (SP 292-93), Scarlet Plume is as ruined as any seduced maiden in any nineteenth-

century novel. His brief sexual relationship with Judith sets up a chain of events which 
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lead inexorably to Scarlet Plume's emasculation and death, and to Judith's passage out of 

the white world and into the dimension of myth. 

Scarlet Rume's self-sacrifice is so complete that Manfred expressly likens him to "a 

Christ riding impassively to his fate, enduring chains and humiliation because a higher god 

expected it of him" (SP 334). The question then is, who is redeemed by his sacrifice? Not 

his own people, for whom "there is nothing but blackness ahead" (SP 292). Not the 

whites, who, as represented by the soldiers and former captives at Camp Release, embody 

a crass self-righteousness which obviates any possibility of self-reflection or critical 

introspection. Judith is the only possible beneficiary. Her insistent carnality saps Scarlet 

Plume's spiritual strength at the same time that his embraces bring her to a sexual epiphany 

which, we are led to believe, she could never have achieved if he had not quite literally laid 

down his life for her. 

It is no coincidence that Gerda, the German woman with "the longest butcher knife of 

all," who slices off Scariet Plume's phallus near the end of the novel, is Judith's double: 

"tall...with hair almost the same sunned hue as Judith's" (SP 339). Nor is it coincidental 

that Scarlet Plume accepts his fate with such equanimity. Gerda's long knife simply 

provides the final punctuation to Judith's ongoing emasculation of her lover, who at this 

point effectively disappears from the story. His actual death by hanging is almost an 

afterthought 

Both Wakefield and Manfred, despite Manfred's romanticizing, ultimately seem to be 

in agreement about the dangerous nature of interracial sex. "I never could love a savage," 

Wakefield exclaims, with perhaps too much vehemence (55), to prove that she has not been 

defiled. In Manfred's formulation the direction of the defilement is reversed, but the 

ultimate result is the same. In both cases white women are left to moum the native men 
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who saved them and who paid for their acts of compassion with their lives. Each narrative 

is saturated with what Renato Rosaldo calls "imperialist nostalgia," a mind-set which, as 

Rosaldo explains, "revolves around a paradox; a person kills somebody and then mourns 

his or her victim" (108). 

Sarah Wakefield rages at the Indian policies that precipitated the uprising, and at the 

individual govemment agents, such as Sibley, whom she holds responsible for Chaska's 

supposedly accidental execution. Judith, in Scarlet Plume, echoes Wakefield's accusations 

of white greed and corruption and, unlike Wakefield, admits that her Indian savior is also 

her lover as she declares his innocence and nobility of spirit. Neither woman 

acknowledges any personal responsibility for her rescuer's fate, displacing the blame 

entirely onto Sibley, his soldiers, and other white women captives, all of whom refuse to 

believe the women's accounts of their experiences. Judith appears to suffer no pangs of 

guilt when Scarlet Plume is arrested at Camp Release, even though it is his relationship 

with her that has brought him there and put him in danger. Instead she maintains an 

attitude of righteous indignation throughout his imprisonment, trial, and execution. 

Wakefield at least admits that both Chaska and his mother reproached her for her failure to 

protect him, but then she claims that, "I at last convinced him that I was not to blame for his 

imprisonment, and I said I would like to shake hands and bid him good-bye in friendship" 

(56). If Chaska can recognize that she is not responsible for his plight, she implies, her 

white peers should be able to see that she is blameless in other respects as well. 

Unfortunately, the last incident she recounts in her narrative makes it clear that she remains 

a pariah among her own people: 

1 feel very sorry for many of my [Indian] neighbors who for years have lived like 

the white man; now they are wanderers, without home, or even a resting place. A 
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few days since a number of families passed through here, and as I saw them I ran 

with eagerness to see those old faces who were so kind to me while I was in 

captivity. I went down to the camp...and was rejoiced to be able to take them 

some food, and other little things which I knew would please them, and for this I 

have been blamed; but I could not help it. They were kind to me, and I will try and 

repay them, trusting that in God's own time I will be righted and my conduct 

understood . . . ." (63) 

It is easy to visualize Sarah Wakefield hurrying toward the Indian camp with her offerings 

and her conviction that she, at least, has not contributed to their misery. It is also easy to 

imagine her white neighbors watching from their windows and shaking their heads 

disapprovingly at this further evidence that she is indeed an "Indian lover." Rejected by her 

community, Sarah Wakefield's belief in her own innocence is her only comfort. 

Rosaldo writes that 'The relatively benign character of most nostalgia facilitates 

imperialist nostalgia's capacity to transform the responsible colonial agent into an innocent 

bystander" (108). Both Wakefield and Manfred celebrate and mourn what their culture has 

destroyed—the Dakota way of life. Wakefield, although she admits that some Dakotas have 

been guilty of "murderous work "(63), characterizes the majority as injured innocents, like 

Chaska and his mother, and claims that same status for herself by virtue of association. 

Neither she nor her Indian friends are guilty of the crimes or sexual transgressions of 

which they have been accused. 

Frederick Manfred romanticizes his re-visioning of Wakefield's story and imbues it 

with a white liberal 1960s sensibility that absolves his heroine, his readers, and himself of 

any complicity in the fate of either Scariet Plume or his people. The initial horror of the 

massacre w hich opens the novel actually provides the occasion for Judith's rebirth, a sort 
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of revolutionary baptism of blood that begins to wash away her cultural conditioning. 

Already labeled a proto-feminist (although Manfred in fact does nothing to develop her 

character in that area), Judith easily acquires a civil rights-era consciousness that leads her 

not only to speak out on behalf of the Dakotas, but finally to reject the hypocrisy of her 

own culture. This allows her to reclaim a certain moral innocence, in the same way that her 

lovemaking with Scarlet Plume washes away the shadow of earlier unpleasant sexual 

experiences, with her husband and the rapist Mad Bear, and establishes her essential sexual 

innocence. 

Conclusion 

Questions of innocence are at the core of both Wakefield's and Manfred's narratives, 

and both deviate from the standard American political position of the period in which those 

narratives are set. White America as represented in the typical nineteenth-century captivity 

narrative perceived itself as innocent, guided by godly notions of Manifest Destiny and the 

white man's civilizing burden, with its women as symbolic repositories of that innocence 

and as guardians of the nation's moral purity. If Indian savagery was antithetical to godly 

white American civilization, as many whites claimed, then it was logical that such savagery 

would strike at the moral center of white America by defiling the purity of its women. 

Larger questions of white cultural guilt or innocence, such as the broken treaties and other 

injustices that triggered Indian outbreaks like that in Minnesota in 1862, could be deflected 

by shifting the public's attention to horrifying images of rape and slaughter that justified the 

extermination of the demonized natives or, if not their extermination, certainly severe 

punishment beginning with the seizure of their lands and their displacement into poverty. 
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Thus when Sarah Wakefield challenged her culture's assumption of white innocence 

in its dealings with the Indians, it is not surprising that her own personal morality was 

called into question. In attempting to convey the complexity of her (and Chaska's) 

situation, she became the victim of a social system that demanded she fit neatly, and 

preferably silently, into the category of good woman, supportive of white authority. Her 

refusal to be defined only in terms of her chastity and her insistence on articulating her 

opinions were viewed as traitorous. Consequently, despite her denials of any sexual 

impropriety, what was interpreted as her political betrayal of her government's policies was 

equated with a sexualized betrayal of her culture's most basic values. Given her behavior, 

especially as interpreted by white male authority figures like Sibley, only two options were 

open to her. If she would not admit to being the sexual victim of the dark "other," she 

must be his whore, the corrupt "Red" woman who introduces disorder and challenges the 

system. 

Frederick Manfred's reworking of Wakefield's story presents a heroine who is 

actually less subversive than Wakefield. Judith Raveling flaunts her sexual transgressions 

but, although she claims a certain social and spiritual enlightenment as a result of her 

relationship with Scarlet Plume, she too is ultimately categorized in terms of her body. 

Though Manfred's stated intention was to offer a re-visioning of the Dakota uprising which 

takes into account the Dakota point of view, and the novel does achieve that sympathetic 

intention. Scarlet Plume functions primarily as a playing out of Manfred's own white 

goddess fantasy. Manfred valorizes his representation of the dark man and the white 

woman, employing it as romantic, rather than racist, propaganda. Finally, however, his 

novel is not so different from its historical precursors with their titillating pretensions of 
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veiled pornography, which silence women, or render their voices ineffectual, and make of 

their bodies catalysts for male violence. 

The sexualization of the captivity narrative—as a representation of white male sexual 

and political ideologies—moves from demonizing the Indian male as a vicious rapist in most 

nineteenth-century narratives and dime novels, to all but deifying him as a mystically-

inclined, Christ-like, and sensitive lover in Scarlet Plume. Sarah Wakefield's narrative, 

which portrays Chaska as neither monster nor saint but simply as a decent human 

victimized by events and stereotypes beyond his-or Wakefield's-control, is an anomaly in 

the evolution of that image. Although the representation of Indian sexuality changes, the 

outcome in all these stories is the same: justly or unjustly, the Indian man dies, and in his 

death his white antagonists, victims, or lovers are somehow vindicated or regenerated. The 

final images vary: from virtue avenged, as in the hanging of the brutal Santana in General 

Sheridan's Squaw Spy, to a frontier made safe for women and children by the removal of 

its savage inhabitants; from Sarah Wakefield finding her voice in righteous but ultimately 

impotent indignation to Judith Raveling as a prairie madonna spiritually purified by the 

sacrifice of her lover. These particular images appear on literary landscapes emptied of all 

but the fading shadow of Indian presence. The sexualizing of the Indian image that began 

in the nineteenth century, and which was facilitated by the appropriation and re-

interpetation of white women's stories, played a significant role in contributing to that 

absence. 
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III 

"WHEN THE LEGEND BECOMES FACT, PRINT THE LEGEND": 

THE INVENTION OF BELLE STARR 

The Civil War ended in 1865 and in 1890 the U. S. Census Bureau declared the official 

closing of the frontier. The years between those events were turbulent ones and Belle 

Starr's adult life spanned most of that period. She came of age surrounded by the violence 

that characterized Missouri during the Civil War and she was murdered in 1889, shot in the 

back in the best western ambush tradition. Almost immediately thereafter her image as a 

bandit queen became part of America's frontier mythology. From the time of her death, 

her image captivated not only the American but also the European imagination, and the 

number of books, poems, songs, and films inspired by her life continues to grow. Of the 

literally hundreds of texts based on Belle Starr's life, only a handful are grounded in 

anything that could legitimately be called scholarly research. Most of those writers who 

call themselves Belle Starr's biographers build upon the first two significant book-length 

accounts that appeared after her death: the National Police Gazette's twenty-five-cent 

paperback Bella Starr the Bandit Queen or the Female Jesse James (1889) and S. W. 

Harman's Hell on the Border which draws most of its Belle Starr material from the 

Gazette's earlier Bella Starr. Only one biographer, Glenn Shirley, provides evidence of 
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credible scholarship in his exhaustively researched and carefully documented Belle Starr 

and Her Times: The Literature, the Facts, and the Legends (1982). i The rest of her 

redactors tend to adhere, to varying degrees, to the axiom of the newspaperman in John 

Ford's 1962 western. The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance: "When the legend becomes 

fact, print the legend." 

What happened to Belle Starr is in many ways similar to what happened to Hannah 

Duston almost two hundred years earlier, when that Puritan matron's violent actions placed 

her outside the sphere of what was considered to be acceptable behavior for a woman. 

Perhaps such women could not be ignored or contained in actual fact, but they could be 

figuratively contained within the boundaries of texts that reconstructed and reinterpreted 

them and their lives. Belle Starr's experience also resembles that of Sarah Wakefield, in 

that both women's written representations of their characters and behavior were disbelieved 

or ignored during their lifetimes. In each case, other versions of their stories—serving 

specific ideological interests and grounded not so much in actual evidence as in the social 

and moral authority granted to hearsay, gossip, and, especially in Belle Starr's case, an 

unreliable press—became widely accepted as fact 

Belle Starr was alleged to have broken the law numerous times, and she did serve one 

short prison sentence, but it is her other transgressions against the social codes governing 

female behavior that account for her notoriety, or celebrity, depending on the perspective of 

the writer or reader. For over a century she has been given a succession of other voices, 

but they are not her own. Her voice, which exists in a few letters and interviews, has been 

not so much silenced as ignored in favor of sensationalized re-presentations. Those re

presentations have served the commercial, ideological, or personal agendas of her re-

creators, agendas determined by their eagerness to glamorize, vindicate, or vilify their 
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subject. Neutrality or objectivity with regard to Belle Starr is a rare commodity indeed: like 

the frontier itself, she functions as a screen onto which prevailing ideologies and popular 

fantasies can be projected. It is with the purposes and the forms those fantasies take that 

this examination of her life and legend is concerned. Invented and re-invented for more 

than a century, the legendary Belle Starr has come to represent a hybridity that is 

specifically—and to some readers, disturbingly—both female and American in the ways it 

enables her to move between cultures, classes, and genders. In contrast to the nineteenth 

century's restricting expectations of women, the liberatoiy myth of America grants 

individuals the right to become whatever they choose. The Belle Starr of legend seized on 

that myth and lived life on her own terms, and for that she has been both celebrated and 

reviled. 

Belle Starr was a product of the frontier as Frederick Jackson Turner defined it in his 

1893 essay. The Significance of the Frontier in American History. In that essay he 

describes the process by which the continent and the people who settled it developed 

uniquely American identities as they adapted to and tamed the wilderness environment of 

the frontier. Turner's frontier was not a line on a map, but an ever-westward-receding 

liminal zone of possibility and transformation, "the outer edge of the wave—the meeting 

point between savagery and civilization" (Turner 28). Belle Starr's life, in fact and in 

legend, followed the pattern Turner outlines; she entered the wilderness as one thing and 

emerged from it transformed into something quite different The wilderness masters the 

colonist," writes Turner, and "Little by little he [sic] transforms the wilderness, but the 

outcome is not the Old Europe" (29), nor, in Belle's case, the old Carthage, Missouri. The 

Missouri of the Border Wars and Quantrill's Raiders, the wide-openness of Texas, and 

finally the Indian Territory of what is now Oklahoma, left their marks upon Belle, 
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transforming her. according to fiction and folklore, from a "sweet Southern belle,"2 as 

Western singer-songwriter Michael Martin Murphy describes her, into a hard-bitten outlaw. 

Belle Starr also left her mark upon the land where she lived. Every June, Carthage— 

where she grew up—celebrates Belle Starr Days. The celebration actually has little to do 

with her; organizers simply capitalize on her notoriety for commercial purposes. Carthage 

resident and Missouri Southern State College professor Larry Cebula describes it as "just 

another Chamber of Commerce inspired festival to shuck a few tourists and sell some 

elephant ears and snow cones on the courthouse square."^ At the Fort Smith National 

Historical Site in Fort Smith, Arkansas, visitors can stand in a restoration of the courtroom 

where she faced "Hanging Judge" Isaac C. Parker, and in another room they can hold in 

their hands a revolver identical to those she wore. Judge Parker may have "hanged eighty-

eight men," as the subtitle to S. W. Harman's Hell on the Border, one of the main sources 

for research on Belle Starr, claims, but it is Belle's remembered presence that dominates his 

courthouse today. It is her flinty gaze that looks out most often from the bookshelves and 

postcard rack of its gift shop. Belle Starr is apparently still a highly salable commodity. 

Even more than Turner's idea of "frontier," Gloria Anzaldua's inclusive definition of 

"borderlands" provides a conceptual framework through which to examine Belle Starr's life 

and the images and legends which grew out of it Anzaldiia writes, "the Borderlands are 

physically present wherever two or more cultures edge each other, where people of 

different races occupy the same territory." But equally important is Anzaldua's 

acknowledgment of the more abstract "psychological borderlands, the sexual borderlands 

and the spiritual borderlands."-^ It is Belle Starr's apparently whole-hearted willingness to 

embrace the contradictions and ambiguities of these more abstract borderlands that seems to 

have captured the popular imagination. Both in her own deliberate attempts to shape her 
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image, and in the representations later writers crafted of her as a bandit queen. Belle Stan-

personified her audience's fantasies and fears of rebellion against sexual, social, and legal 

restrictions. 

After the Civil War, Belle, her family, and friends were part of that exodus of 

disaffected ex-Confederates who headed west, especially to Texas. Arkansas, and the 

Indian Territory to "escape from the bondage of the past" (Turner 57). Among her family's 

acquaintances were Frank and Jesse James, Cole Younger and his brothers, and an 

assortment of other ex-Confederate guerrillas who had ridden with the likes of William C. 

Quantril! and Bloody Bill Anderson, and who would go on to achieve notoriety as outlaws. 

But those men's wives and lovers did not share the limelight with them, much less achieve 

notoriety in their own right. Belle, on the other hand, is remembered more than any of her 

husbands or lovers even though as Phillip Steele, one of her many biographers writes, 

"Certainly three arrests [for minor crimes] and one conviction [for horse stealing, for which 

she served only nine months in prison] do not justify the creation of the Belle Starr legend" 

(II). Steele is correct; the facts do not support the legend. That legend grows out of and 

depends upon the contradictions and juxtapositions which characterized the real Belle Starr 

and her behavior, and which have been seized upon, embellished, and reinvented for over a 

century. 

The Historical Belle Starr 

Even the most wildly inaccurate fictional accounts—and there are many such—make 

some reference to the real woman upon whom they are based, and most of the basic facts 

of Belle Starr's life are well-documented. She was bom Myra Maybelle Shirley in 

southwest Missouri in early February, 1848.3 By 1860 her father. Judge John Shirley (the 
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title "Judge" was purely honorific), had become an innkeeper in Carthage, Missouri; he 

was prosperous enough to send Myra to the Carthage Female Academy, where the 

curriculum included Greek, Latin, Hebrew and, for an additional fee, French and music.^ 

The Shirleys were slaveowners and Southern sympathizers; one of Myra's older 

brothers, nicknamed Bud, supposedly joined William Qarke Quantrill's Civil War 

guerrillas^ The Kansas-Missouri border region where the Shirleys lived was the location 

of some of the bloodiest continuous fighting of the Civil War, as the strife that had plagued 

the region since 1854 over issues of slavery and Southern rights intensified. Not all 

Kansans were abolitionists, of course, nor were all Missourians slave owners, but 

individual affiliations were often overlooked in that intensely charged political atmosphere. 

Brutal and indiscriminate raids on Missouri farms and homes by Kansas "jayhawkers" 

(free-soil guerrillas) and undisciplined Union troops provoked equally savage retaliation by 

"bushwhacker" groups like Quantrill's (pro-slavery equivalents of the jayhawkers), so that 

the region became caught up in a pattern of bloody vendettas. 

In June 1864 Bud Shirley was killed by Union troops. Nearly all versions of the Belle 

Starr legend cite her brother's death as the pivotal event that started her down a path of 

vengeance and violence, though no real evidence exists to support that supposition. 

Whatever Myra's feelings were, not long after his son's death Judge Shirley sold his 

property and removed his family from the violent turmoil of Missouri to a farm near 

Scyene, Texas, away from the dangers of the war. On September 19, 1864, Carthage-

including the Shirleys' hotel, blacksmith shop, and livery stable—was sacked and burned, 

but the Shirleys were by then long gone. 

In Texas the Shirleys became reacquainted with another Missouri family, the Reeds. 

Jim Reed, who was two years older than Myra, had, like Bud Shirley, ridden with 
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Quantrill. The marriage records of Collin County. Texas show that Jim and Myra were 

married there on November I, 1866 by the Reverend S. M. Wilkins. By the end of 1867 

Myra and her husband had returned with his family to Rich Hill, Missouri, where their 

daughter Rosie Lee, more generally known as Pearl, was bora in September 1868 (Shirley 

72-73). A persistent rumor that Pearl was bom out of wedlock and that Cole Younger 

was her father, which Younger himself denied vehemently in his autobiography (Younger 

and McCarthy 73), simply does not hold up in light of the historical record. In any event, 

Jim and Myra Reed's lives were relatively peaceful until 1869, when Jim became a fugitive 

after avenging the murder of his brother Scott Scott Reed was shot by some brothers 

named Shannon, who had mistaken him for a man named John Fischer, with whom they 

were feuding. According to Jim's sister, Francis M. Reed, "Brother Jim went immediately 

to this scene of Scott's murder and allied himself with the Fischers and participated in the 

killing of two of the Shannons in retaliation" (qtd. in Shirley 87). 

Jim, Myra, and baby Pearl then fled to California, where the Reeds' second child, 

Eddie, was bom on February 22, 1871. It is unclear how Jim earned a living during that 

period, but he may have had some contact with a couple of other former Confederate 

guerrillas, Frank and Jesse James, who were also in California then. In late March 1871 

Jim was accused of passing counterfeit currency, probably during a poker game, and he 

and Myra and the children returned to Texas (Shirley 90-93). Back in Texas, the Reeds set 

themselves up as cattle ranchers on some of Judge Shirley's land; another of Jim's guerrilla 

comrades. Cole Younger, who was also ranching in the area, gave them some calves to 

help them get started (Shiriey 94, Younger and McCarthy 72-73). But by this time Jim 

was engaged in the more exciting and lucrative business of banditry; he had earlier become 

involved with Tom Starr, the feared Cherokee outlaw and patriarch of the Starr clan that 
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operated out of Indian Territory. Jim was involved in at least two noted robberies, the 

November 1873 Grayson raid, in which an elderly Creek Indian was tortured and robbed 

of 530,000 in gold, and the robbery of the Austin-San Antonio stage on August 7, 1874. 

The first fictionalization of her life places Myra in the middle of both crimes, and many 

subsequent accounts follow suit, despite eyewitness evidence to the contrary (Aikman 182. 

Steele 44, Shirley 100-103). 

During this period of Jim's criminal career, legend has it that Myra, who by now was 

calling herself Belle, lived in Dallas, where Jim visited her whenever possible. No 

particular reason is given for Myra/Belle's change of name, but most writers credit her with 

a strong sense of drama, and "Belle" might simply have seemed like a more dashing and 

dramatic appellation than "Myra." She does not appear to have been trying to conceal her 

identity : she was known as Belle Reed, and her relationship to Jim was no secret. Belle 

supposedly worked in saloons and casinos as a faro dealer and piano player and ran a 

liver> stable which was really a fencing operation for stolen horses. Glenn Shirley (who is 

unrelated to Myra Shirley/Belle Starr) says this is false. Shiriey claims that Belle 

disapproved of Jim's life of crime and had left him by then and moved back to her parents' 

home (106). In any event, she was not with Jim when he was shot and killed by a bounty 

hunter on August 6, 1874 outside Paris, Texas (Shirley 118). Belle was in Dallas in 1876, 

according to a letter she wrote to her in-laws, in which she mentions both her children, and 

notes that "Rosie is here in Dallas going to school."8 The next few years are a factual 

void, one which myth-makers have been happy to fill with tales of Belle's exploits as a 

member or leader of various gangs of desperados in the relatively lawless border region of 

Texas, Arkansas, Kansas, and Indian Territory. 



114 

It is possible that during that time she was briefly married to, or more probably lived 

with, Bruce Younger—a relative of Cole Younger—in Galena, Kansas (Steele 50-52).9 

What is certain is that she renewed her acquaintance with the Cherokee outlaw Tom Starr 

and his family; Cherokee tribal records show that she was married to Tom's son Sam on 

June 5, 1880 in the Cherokee Nation.' o This marriage made her a citizen of the Cherokee 

Nation, and she and Sam claimed a large land allotment on a bend of the South Canadian 

River. Their home came to be known as Younger's Bend, probably because Tom Stan-

had welcomed the Youngers there in years past when they rode into Indian Territory to hide 

out from the law, although legend has it that Belle herself named the Bend as a memorial to 

her purported lifelong passion for Cole Younger. 

Sam and Belle improved the cabin that had been left by the previous occupant, put in a 

large garden, and brought eleven-year-old Pearl to live with them. Nine-year-old Eddie 

apparently spent less time with his mother and was raised mostly by his Reed relatives. 

The Bend was isolated and easy to defend; Jesse James and other outlaw acquaintances 

sometimes hid out there. Sam and Belle may have been involved in stealing horses or 

smuggling whiskey into Indian Territory. In 1882 they were charged and convicted of 

horse-stealing and sentenced to a year in the Detroit House of Correction by Judge Parker. 

Belle was apparently a model prisoner and she and Sam were both home in nine months. 

She was charged with similar crimes in 1884 and 1885, but those charges were dismissed. 

Sam unfortunately had additional problems with the law; he was wanted on federal charges 

that he had robbed a post office, and the U.S. Indian Police were after him more or less on 

general principles, holding Tom Starr and his sons responsible for much of the crime in the 

Indian Territory (Shirley 186-208, Hicks 75-78). On Belle's advice, Sam turned himself 

in to federal authorities in Fort Smith and was released on bond. This rendered him safe 
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from the jurisdiction of the Indian court system where, because of widespread antipathy 

toward his family, he would probably have faced much harsher penalties for any crimes of 

which he might be convicted. He and Belle attended a Christmas party at a neighbor's 

house on December 17, 1886. There Sam picked a fight with Indian policeman Frank 

West, who had shot and killed Sam's horse while pursuing him some months earlier. Both 

men drew their guns and fired; both men were killed. Reporting Sam Starr's death,the Fort 

Smith Elevator of December 24 observed that his "name was linked to every crime 

committed in the neighborhood of his haunts whether he was guilty or not."i i Belle was a 

victim of the same kind of assumptions; according to local (and mostly posthumous) 

gossip, she was the leader of a large and predatory band of outlaws, a real bandit queen. 

After Sam's death, possibly to secure her claim to Younger's Bend, Belle married 

another Indian, the much younger Jim (or Bill) July. Rather than change her name to July, 

Belle persuaded her new husband to take Starr as his surname. There were difficulties with 

her children. Pearl, who had also adopted the surname Starr, gave birth to an illegitimate 

child which Belie refused even to see, much less accept. Belle was also unhappy with the 

way her son Eddie Reed was turning out. Eddie had spent much of his childhood with his 

Reed grandparents, but by adolescence was living mostly at Younger's Bend with his 

mother, sister, and stepfather. Belle horsewhipped him once for mistreating her favorite 

horse, and after that incident he supposedly said he hated her and would like to kill her. 

Belle also had trouble with a neighbor, Edgar A. Watson, who wanted to lease land from 

her, but she disliked and distrusted him and refused. On the afternoon of February 3, 

1889, as Belle was riding past Watson's place on her way home after visiting another 

neighbor, someone shot her in the back. She died in Pearl's arms a short while later. Jim 

July Starr insisted that Watson had killed his wife, but the case was dismissed for 
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insufficient evidence. Suspicion also fell on July himself, and on Belle's son, Eddie Reed, 

but the murder of the "Bandit Queen" was never solved. 

The Legend Begins 

Belle Starr was relatively unknown outside her home territory before she was 

murdered, and even in that area her notoriety was limited, although after her death 

hundreds of people would claim to have known her well and would eageriy relate their 

"memories" of events that had their origins not in fact but in pulp writers' imaginations. 

According to Glenn Shiriey, during the Great Depression the Works Project Administration 

sent out interviewers to collect oral histories from elderiy residents of the former Indian 

Territory. "Just about every one of them claimed to have had breakfast with the bandit 

queen," Shirley says. In exchange for their stories, some informants were paid with grain 

for their livestock, but all gained at least local attention and status based on their alleged 

experience of history.' -

In fact. Belle received no attention from local papers until after she and Sam were 

charged with horse theft in 1882. Her trial created quite a stir, not because of any particular 

notoriety on Belle's part but because of the novelty of the situation: never before in that 

region had a woman been tried for such a crime (Rascoe 215). The account of the trial in 

the February 22, 1883 issue of the Fort Smith New Era conveys that emphasis and, in its 

description of Belle, introduces motifs that would be developed as her legend expanded in 

years to come; her superior intellect, her skill at riding and shooting, and her dangerous 

attraction for "wild and desperate characters": 

The very idea of a woman being charged with an offense of this kind andthat 

she was the leader of a band of horse thieves and wielding power over them as their 
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queen and guiding spirit, was sufficient to fill the courtroom with spectators during 

the trial, which lasted four days, the jury finding a verdict of guilty against them 

During the trial. Belle, who is a ready writer, would frequently hand notes to 

her attorneys, and it was a subject of remark that they paid strict attention to the 

contents  . . . .  

As an equestrienne. Belle Starr is without rival, is said to be an expert 

marksman with the pistol, and it is claimed that she was at one time the wife of 

Bruce Younger, the notorious horse thief and desperado, and while she could not 

be considered even a good-looking woman, her appearance is of that kind as would 

be sure to attract the attention of wild and desperate characters. 

This article, with its dramatic description of the "female leader of a band of horse 

thieves," appears to mark the beginning of the Belle Starr legend, but it did not make her 

name a household word outside the Fort Smith area, and it generated little follow-up. Her 

conviction garnered only three lines in the Muskogee Indian Journal of March 1, 1883. No 

reporters interviewed her before she left for prison, nor were any waiting for her when she 

returned (Shirley 172). 

Nevertheless, the New Era article helped to lay the foundation for the construction of 

Belle's image in the popular imagination. Its reporter's description of Belle as "a ready 

writer" was only the first of several accounts to make mention of her literary abilities. Later 

writers, most of whom relied more on legend and their own imaginations than on facts, 

would insist that during her months in prison Belle contemplated the idea of a writing 

career. In the first widely-circulated (and fictional) account of her life, Bella Starr the 

Bandit Queen or the Female Jesse James (1889), the anonymous author insists that: 
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It was while in Detroit that she first entered into a plan for the publication of her life 

in the form of an autobiography. While there she also commenced a love story, but 

which never developed beyond the fourth chapter. (50) 

Other writers also found the idea of a sensitive, well-educated lady outlaw intriguing. 

S. W. Harman, whose Hell on the Border was for many years considered the 

definitive biography of Belle Starr—though most of his "facts" came straight out of the pulp 

Bella Starr mentioned above-added more details to the portrait of the cultured convict. 

Harman writes: 

. .. the warden offered to... permit her the untrammeled use of pen, ink and paper 

in return for her promise to write a book during her term of imprisonment, upon 

what she saw and learned.. .. The book was never published for evident reasons, 

but to her friends in later years Belle expressed her regrets that she had not retained 

the manuscript and turned it over to a publisher.... (584-85). 

Harman does not elaborate on the "evident reasons" why the book was not published; since 

he claims Belle was treated very well in prison, there would seem to be little cause for 

authorities there to fear what she might write. The most evident explanation for the 

manuscript's non-publication would be, of course, its non-existence. Most later writers 

were as uncritical of Harman, however, as Harman was of Bella Starr. Duncan Aikman, in 

his 1927 book about notorious women of the West, Calamity Jane and the Lady Wildcats, 

acknowledges having "drawn liberally on S. W. Harman's 'Hell on the Border'" (viii). 

Aikman insists that it was the prison matron who "talked current literature with her charge 

in off hours and urged her to write a book about 'the pleasant sides of work house life'" 

(202). He agrees with the general consensus that Belle's social graces and literary talents 

charmed her jailers and that she received special treatment while in prison. 
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The real Belle wrote well enough, but stories about her larger literary ambitions appear 

to be nothing but conjecture and fabrication and no manuscript evidence exists to support 

them. Her education and writing abilities were in keeping with the relative privilege of her 

early life as the daughter of one of her home town's most affluent businessmen. This is 

apparent from her letters and from an autobiographical sketch which appeared in the Fort 

Smith Elevator shortly after her death. In a letter to her daughter Pearl, written the night 

before she left for Detroit and prison. Belle sounds much less like a bold desperado than a 

mother with rather conventional values, who is concerned about her child and worried 

about what relatives and neighbors might think: 

Pandemonium, Feb.—, 1883. 

Baby Pearl, 

. . .  I  s h a l l  b e  a w a y  f r o m  y o u  a  f e w  m o n t h s ,  b a b y ,  a n d  h a v e  o n l y  t h i s  

consolation to offer you, that never again will I be placed in such humiliating 

circumstances, and that in the future your tender little heart shall never more ache, 

or a blush called to your cheek on your mother's account. Sam and I were tried 

here, John West the main witness against us. We were found guilty and sentenced 

to nine months at the house of correction, Detroit, Michigan, for which place we 

start in the morning. Now Pearl there is a vast difference in that place and a 

penitentiary; you must bear that in mind, and not think of mama being shut up in a 

gloomy prison. It is said to be one of the finest institutions in the United States, 

surrounded by beautiful grounds, with fountains and everything nice. There I can 

have my education renewed, and I stand sadly in need of it. Sam will have to 

attend school and I think it is the best thing ever happened for him, and now you 

must not be unhappy and brood over our absence. It wont [sic] take the time long 
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to glide by and as we come home we will get you and then we will have such a nice 

time .... Love to ma and Marion. 

Uncle Tom has stood by me nobly in our trouble, done everything that one 

could do. Now, baby, I will write to you often. You must write to your grandma 

but don't tell her of this .... If you should write me. ma would find out where 1 

am and. Pearl, you must never let her know. Her head is overburdened with care 

now and therefore you must keep this carefully guarded from her. 

Destroy this letter as soon as read. As I told you before, if you wish to stay a 

while with your Mama Mc., I am willing. But you must devote your time to your 

studies. Bye bye, sweet baby mine. 

The date at the top of the letter is almost certainly wrong and was probably added by 

Harman, who was the first to reproduce the letter. Belle left for Detroit on March 19. 

Nonetheless, Belle's descendants and biographers, including Glenn Shirley, accept the 

letter as authentic.' 3 The tone and syntax are consistent with the few other surviving 

examples of her writings. More importantly for this examination of the available evidence 

of Belle Starr's self-representation, the letter's subdued tone is inconsistent with her 

popular image as a bold bandit queen. The words are not those of a woman who gloried in 

notoriety. The writer is aware of and regrets the "humiliation" her criminal conviction has 

caused her family. She twice states clearly that she does not want her own mother to know 

what has happened, which seems out of character if we are to believe Harman, Rascoe, 

Steele, and others. If Belle Starr was the nationally-known, self-styled, female desperado 

those biographers insist she was by that time, she should have known that keeping such a 

secret would be impossible, and if her disregard for convention was as flagrant as those 

writers claim, such a concern on her part would have been unlikely. 
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In another contrast with popular perception, she does not rail against the judicial 

system, nor does she argue for her own innocence in the letter, although she does name 

"John West [as] the main witness against us." The legendary Belle Starr was noted for her 

vindictiveness; as mentioned earlier, revenge for her brother's death is cited by several 

writers as the catalyst that propelled her into her alleged life of crime {Bella Starr 7, Harman 

562, Scott 24). Certainly the historical Belle Starr believed in accountability and 

retribution. In an 1876 letter to her Reed in-laws, written two years after Jim Reed's death, 

she had this to say of her husband's killer 

Jno. L. Morris is still in McKinney [Texas), at large. It seems as if justice will 

never be meted out to him .... Solly hasn't the pluck and love for Jim 1 thought he 

had .... If Sol had come to Texas, freely would I have given [Jim's] horse to him 

if he had sought revenge. i •* 

The legendary Belle Starr would have taken her own revenge rather than expecting "Solly," 

Jim's younger brother, to seek it for her. Perhaps the real Belle had mellowed in the years 

between 1876 and 1883; perhaps her belief in accountability was such that she recognized 

the difference between avenging a death and accepting responsibility for her own actions. 

In her letter to Pearl she mentions no desire for revenge against West, although that may 

have been out of consideration for the sensibilities of the daughter she tried to shelter and 

raise as a lady. Nevertheless, I would argue that in place of the defiance and bravado with 

which many myth-makers credit her. Belle here exhibits something very like shame. She 

seems to tacitly admit her guilt while apologizing for the embarrassment her daughter must 

be experiencing and, in a display of the most conventional sentiments, she tries to illustrate 

the silver lining in what must have seemed like a very dark cloud to fouiteen-year-old 

Pearl. Belle explains carefully that the Detroit House of Correction is not "a gloomy 
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prison," but something more like a spa for behavioral self-improvement, where she can 

"have [her] education renewed." Her emphasis on the value of education is consistent: 

"Sam will have to attend school and I think it the best thing that ever happened to him," she 

continues, and concludes her letter by reminding Pearl to "devote your time to your 

studies." This concern with education was nothing new; in the 1876 letter to the Reeds 

Belle had written that her daughter was "here in Dallas going to school; she has the 

reputation of being the prettiest little girl in Dallas. She is learning very fast." 

The value Belle placed on education and respectability, which is so evident in the 1883 

letter to Pearl, clearly conflicted with her life as the wife and friend of known outlaws. 

The difficulties Belle faced in reconciling those opposites are illustrated in an 

autobiographical sketch she is alleged to have written for John F. Weaver of the Fort Smith 

Elevator, which appeared in that newspaper on February 15, 1889, twelve days after 

Belle's death. The sketch appears at the conclusion of a lengthy article which mixes fact 

with sensational and unsupported gossip, including claims that Cole Younger was her first 

husband, that she and Jim Reed were not legally married, and that she participated in the 

San Antonio-Austin stage holdup. These would probably have been the kind of unfounded 

assertions Belle complains about in her text, which makes the juxtapositioning of the two 

voices—the reporter's and Belle's—so peculiar. She writes: 

After a more adventurous life than generally falls to the lot of woman, I settled 

permanently in the Indian Territory, selecting a place of picturesque beauty on the 

Canadian River. There, far from society, I hoped to pass the remainder of my life 

in peace and quietude. So long had I been estranged from women (whom I 

thoroughly detest), that I thought I would find it irksome to live in their midst 
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So I selected a place that few have ever had the gratification of gossiping 

around. For a short time I lived very happily in the society of my little girl and 

husband, a Cherokee Indian, a son of the noted Tom Starr. But it soon became 

noised around that I was a woman of some notoriety from Texas, and from that 

time on my home and actions have been severely criticized. 

My home was famous as an outlaw's ranch long before I was visited by any of 

the boys who were friends of mine. Indeed, I never corresponded with any of my 

old associates and was desirous my whereabouts should be unknown to them. 

Through rumor they learned of it 

Jesse James first came in and remained several weeks. He was unknown to my 

husband, and he never knew till long afterwards that our home had been honored 

by James' presence. I introduced Jesse as Mr. Williams from Texas. 

But few outlaws have visited my home, notwithstanding so much has been 

said. The best people in the country are friends of mine. I have considerable 

ignorance to cope with, consequently my troubles originate mostly in that quarter. 

Surrounded by a lowdown class of shoddy whites who have made the Indian 

Territory their home to evade paying taxes on their dogs, and who I will not permit 

to hunt on my premises, I am the constant theme of their slanderous tongues. In all 

the world there is no woman more persecuted than I.'^ 

This sketch may have been subjected to some editorial tampering, but for the most part it 

appears authentic. The voice is distinct from the rest of the article in content and tone, and 

it is stylistically consistent with Belle's letter to Peari: direct, grammaticaliy fluid and 

correct, employing similar vocabulary and patterns and variations in sentence structure and 

length. It also resembles the letter in its awareness of the conflict between the values the 



124 

writer professes and the way others view her. The sketch conveys a defensiveness that is 

not present in the letter, but that is hardly surprising, considering the intended audience—the 

newspaper's general readership rather than Belle's own daughter—and the time in her life 

when it would have been written. Burton Rascoe, who reproduced it in his Belle Starr 

"The Bandit Queen," makes one of his more astute observations when he notes that: 

Weaver did not publish this sketch until after Belle's death, and he said he had 

kept it in his desk for two years. If Weaver had had the manuscript in his desk for 

two years, that would date Belle's statement in the late winter or spring of 1887. 

During this period she had, for a third time within a year, cleared herself of a charge 

of larceny. (214) 

Belle's 1883 horse-stealing conviction and subsequent prison sentence had of course 

made her the subject of gossip, and while Rascoe is rather careless with dates he is correct 

in stating that she had been accused of three later counts of larceny. Records of the United 

States District Court, Western District of Arkansas, Fort Smith Division, show that in 1884 

and again in November 1885 she and Sam were charged with larceny. In 1886 Belle alone 

was accused of stealing a mare from one Albert McCaity. She was cleared in each case.'^ 

But sensationalized accusation and Belle's outlaw image must have seemed more 

interesting to Weaver than Belle's own rather desperate attempts to defend her reputation. 

The introduction to Belle's sketch, when it was finally published, simply states that the 

newspaper "never had occasion to use it" 

It is not difHcult to see the timeliness of the sketch from Belle's perspective, nor to 

understand why she might have felt "persecuted" by the addition of those more recent 

larceny charges to the gossip that had pursued her for years. As Jim Reed's wife and then 

widow she would, simply by association and regardless of her own activities, have been "a 
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woman of some notoriety" when she arrived in the Indian Territory. Her connections with 

outlaws stemmed from the time of the Civil War, when her brother rode with Quantrill and 

her father offered shelter to guerrillas, including the Jameses and Youngers, at his hotel in 

Carthage and on his Texas farm. It is not surprising that she married a guerrilla who later 

turned outlaw, nor is it surprising that her marriage to Jim Reed would have made her the 

subject of gossip and limited her subsequent social prospects. Belle's great-great-

granddaughter, Flossie M. Cooke, feels that "If the Civil War hadn't come along. Belle 

would have married comfortably" and lived a respectable, conventional life, and that is very 

likely so.i*^ In this brief autobiography, however. Belle complains less about the life she 

has led than about how that life has been misinterpreted and misrepresented. 

She clearly viewed her move to Younger's Bend, "a place that few have ever had the 

gratification of gossiping around," as an opportunity to make a fresh start "far from 

society." There is a tension throughout the piece between Belle's frustrating struggle to 

determine her own circumstances and her inability to control what others say about her, that 

is much like the tension and frustration in Sarah Wakefield's captivity narrative. Belle 

utilizes the popular image of woman as passive, as acted upon instead of acting for herself, 

to disclaim responsibility for her past when she characterizes it as "a more adventurous life 

than generally falls to the lot of woman" (my italics). Here she implies, as Flossie Cooke 

states more explicitly, that she was swept up in events beyond her control. But Belle also 

indicates she has left passivity behind with direct statements utilizing active verbs, such as 

"I settled," "I selected," and "I will not permit" The reader is to understand that if Belle's 

good intentions fail, it is through no fault of her own. "Society," "the society of women," 

and "a lowdown class of shoddy whites" have made her "the constant theme of their 

slanderous tongues," and robbed her of the "peace and quietude" she had hoped to find. 
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The attempt at self-conscious gentility that is found in Belle's letter to Pearl is even 

more apparent here. The valorization of education that plays such a large part in her earlier 

letter is recast as class-consciousness and contempt for the ignorant—the lower classes of 

"shoddy whites "—when she insists that "The best people in the countiy are friends of mine. 

I have considerable ignorance to cope with, consequently my troubles originate mostly in 

that quarter." Belle also displays a genteel aesthetic appreciation of the outdoor environment 

when she mentions the "picturesque beauty on the Canadian River," much as she earlier 

described for Pearl the "beautiful grounds, with fountains and everything nice" at the 

Detroit House of Correction. Her desire to live "far from society .... happily in the 

society of my little girl and husband" conjures up the image of an idealized pioneer wife 

and mother in a frontier Eden, a sort of "Little House on the Canadian River" that is 

inconsistent with representations of Younger's Bend as an outlaws' hideout, 

Perhaps the most poignant part of the piece is the last sentence of the first paragraph, in 

which Belle states: "So long had I been estranged from the society of women (whom I 

thoroughly detest), that I thought I would find it irksome to live in their midst." The 

violence and vehemence of the parenthetical aside in that sentence are in such sharp contrast 

to the surrounding, carefully crafted, ladylike prose that it seems a probable editorial 

addition on Weaver's part Read without the aside, the sentence conveys a defensive 

consciousness of social humiliation. As wife, widow, and then wife again of known 

outlaws, she would almost certainly have been "estranged from the society oP respectable 

women for some time. Many such women might be likely to condemn both her past 

associations and her marriage to Sam Starr, not only because of Sam's race but also 

because of his family's—especially his father's—notoriety. In both this text and the 1883 

letter to Pearl, Belle is obviously sensitive to gossip and criticism, and she may have 
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chosen the word "irksome" to save face rather than admit that rejection by the "society of 

women" could be painful to her. 

That defensiveness becomes more apparent when she assumes the role of victim by 

observing that "it soon became noised around that I was a woman of some notoriety...and 

from that time on my home and actions have been severely criticized." She implies she has 

been unfairly found guilty because of her former friendships with outlaws, asserting that 

she was trying to escape that past and "never corresponded with any of [her] old associates 

and was desirous [her] whereabouts should be unknown to them." This last statement 

seems disingenuous. Outlaws from the States, including the Youngers and Jim Reed, had 

long found the Indian Territory a haven where they were safe from pursuit and could 

expect to be treated hospitably by Belle's father-in-law, Tom Starr. For Belle to imagine 

"the boys" would not leam of her presence there would have been naive. Still, she might 

have sincerely hoped to be left alone with her family in "peace and quietude." 

She attempts to align herself with law-abiding citizens by declaring her wish to distance 

herself from her old outlaw friends and by contrasting herself with those she defmes as the 

source of her current troubles: "a lowdown class of shoddy whites who have made the 

Indian Territory their home to evade paying tax on their dogs...[and who make her] the 

constant theme of their slanderous tongues." Once again, the focus is on gentility and social 

class. Belle's education and articulate self-expression set her apart from her neighbors' 

"considerable ignorance," and her criticism of their desire "to evade paying tax" implies that 

she would not consider sidestepping the law as they do. By stating her refusal to "permit 

them to hunt on [her] premises," she affiliates herself with other responsible property 

owners in hopes of gaining their sympathies. 
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The piece was not published until after Belle's death and then, the reporter notes, only 

"as an evidence of her intelligence and education," not because it was expected to reveal 

any truths about her life or character. One can only speculate on the probable 

ineffectiveness of her bid for respectability, had it appeared while she was still alive. 

Weaver's decision not to print it until after her murder, and then only as an addendum to an 

account that completely contradicts Belle's representation of herself, clearly indicates which 

version of Belle Starr he thought would sell the most papers. Like Sarah Wakefield, who 

was unable to make people accept her interpretation of her own experiences and actions. 

Belle remained captive to hearsay and gossip about her past for the remainder of her life. 

After her murder, the violent and mysterious circumstances of her death only made the 

gossip seem more creditable. Perversely, then, the publication of this document increases 

the probability of its authenticity. Audiences were interested not in apologias but in action 

and titillation; aside from a brief mention of Jesse James, this sketch provides neither. By 

utilizing gossip and imagination, any creative journalist could have composed something 

much more exciting, and did, as the stoiy which precedes it illustrates. 

The article in the Elevator is entitled "Belle Starr, A Few Leaves from the Life of a 

Notorious Woman Who Has Been Much Talked of and Written about for Several Years 

Past." In fact, the 1883 article on her trial for horse stealing, cited above, was the most 

focused attention she had received from the press prior to her death. Phillip W. Steele, her 

most recent biographer {Belle Starr and Her Pearl, 1989), erroneously claims that Belle 

became the subject of dime novels during her lifetime, and that "Had Belle not enjoyed the 

new popularity such fiction writers created for her, she might have sued many a publisher 

for libel" (57). The truth is that no such books existed prior to her death,i 9 and if they had, 

her own writing indicates that she would not have "enjoyed" them. Belle Starr may have 
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been a subject of local and even regional gossip but her national renown was entirely 

posthumous, though the launching of her legend began almost before her body was cold. 

Drift[ing| High Upon the Waves of Notoriety: The Legend of Belle Starr 

On February 6, 1889, just three days after Belle Starr's death, the following story 

appeared on the front page of the New York Times: 

A DESPERATE WOMAN KILLED 

Fort Smith, Ark., Feb. 5.-- Word has been received from Eufala [sic], Indian 

Territory, that Belle Starr was killed there Sunday night Belle was the wife of 

Cole Younger, and Jim Starr, her second husband, was shot down by the side of 

Belle less than two years ago. 

Belle Starr was the most desperate woman that ever figured on the borders. She 

married Cole Younger directly after the war, but left him and joined a band of 

outlaws that operated in the Indian Territory. She had been arrested for murder and 

robbery a score of times, but always managed to escape. 

Except for the spelling of her name and date of her death, none of the "facts" in this story 

are accurate. 

Several weeks later, in a little book printed on pink paper which sold for twenty-five 

cents, Richard K. Fox, the New York editor and publisher of The National Police Gazette, 

offered Americans a new heroine, a glamorous female frontier Robin Hood who tickled 

male readers' sexual fancies and provided their wives and daughters with fantasies of 

freedom and adventure.20 Bella Starr the Bandit Queen; or the Female Jesse James was 

beautiful, high-spirited, and a study in contradiction and ambiguity. Her background and 

education would have fitted her to grace the finest drawing rooms, had not circumstances 
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conspired against her and forced her to cast her lot with rebels and bandits. Chameleon-

like, this product of an anonymous hack writer's^ i imagination acts out, in a mere sixty-

four pages, a succession of roles and fantasies that truly provided something for everyone. 

Introduced as the pampered daughter of an affluent and cultured family, she becomes the 

beloved consort of dashing and romantic outlaws. She refuses to recognize restrictions or 

boundaries and takes risks most female readers of the period could not or would not-

speaking her mind, masquerading in men's clothes, generally flouting convention and 

breaking the law when it suits her purpose. Her character is further complicated by the fact 

that, despite her criminal proclivities, in much of the narrative she embodies virtues her 

readers cherished: loyalty, courage, compassion, maternal sentiment, and a profound sense 

of fairness. Bella Starr is not great literature, but even today it can entertain readers with its 

florid prose and melodramatic plot 

The Fox opus was hurriedly composed and rushed to press to capitalize on the public 

interest that had been aroused by the appearance of Belle Starr's obituary in the New York 

Times. The little pink book spawned a minor industry, as Belle became the focus of over a 

century's worth of writers' and filmmakers' efforts to capture and interpret her in words 

and images. Bella Starr is only very loosely rooted in fact. There is, for example, nothing 

in it from Belle's known letters or from her narrative in the Fort Smith Elevator, which 

would have been available to the writer. As Glenn Shirley points out, "Alleged excerpts 

from Belle's letters and diary—a gag used by most writers of the yellow journalism school 

to make their work appear authentic-were pure fabrication" (5). Fabricated journal 

excerpts, in fact, make up more than one-fourth of the text, presenting readers with a well-

educated "Bella Starr" who articulates her feelings and ethical dilemmas clearly in 

melodramatic, sentimental, and highly conventional prose. 
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The employment of the two voices-"Bella's" and the narrator's—gives the author 

considerable freedom. He can present his own invented version of his heroine's exploits 

and celebrate her adventurous and transgressive spirit without moralizing, because he 

allows her own words to damn her. In the "journal excerpts" she admits several crimes 

with no trace of regret, and early on "describes a terrible contest between the good and bad 

elements in her nature": 

1 must either drift high upon the waves of notoriety, or sink to the level of common 

life. This latter I can never do. Should I fail to gain a positive reputation for virtue 

and talent, 1 shall seek a superlatively bad one .... I must rise above the reach of 

my sex that men shall tremble at the mere mention of my name. (7) 

Here and elsewhere "Bella" expresses her dissatisfaction with the restrictions her gender 

imposes upon her, though she acknowledges capitalizing on her sexual attractiveness to 

promote her various illegal schemes. Photographs of the real Belle Starr show her to have 

been rather plain and, especially in her later years, to have had angular, almost masculine 

features. Fox's narrator, on the other hand, endows her with hyper-feminine, hyper-

sexualized characteristics and accomplishments: his "Bella" has beauty, wit, charm, 

physical grace, musical talent, taste, and "Her ability to dupe the masculine gender was 

something marvelous" (15). "Bella's" own occasional harsh judgments of herself and her 

behavior provide some balance to the narrator's idealized vision of the "Bandit Queen," 

especially in the first half of the book. Of the two narrative voices it is, ironically, "Bella" 

herself who is in some instances the more effective spokesperson for conventional 

morality; her voice is occasionally reminiscent of the real Belle's in her autobiographical 

sketch and the letter she wrote to Pearl on the eve of her departure for prison. "Bella's" 

morality is by no means consistent, though. She confesses without a qualm to torturing 
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and robbing old Watt Grayson (as noted earlier, eyewitnesses exonerated the real Belle of 

that crime), yet she berates herself for far less violent infractions, calling herself "the most 

ignoble  of  women" (18-19,  44) .  

That troubling inconsistency becomes less bothersome once the reader accepts the fact 

the Fox's writer was concerned not with creating a realistic, believable, or consistent 

character, but rather with pasting together an exaggerated figure which could be propelled 

through a luridly exciting chain of events. After the first few pages "Bella," as a cohesive 

individual with consistent motives and traits, effectively disappears behind a succession of 

masquerades. What the reader experiences, then, is less the narrative of one woman's life 

than a catalogue and review of a series of performances, as "Bella" disguises herself to act 

out a succession of roles: invalid, Indian maiden, wealthy socialite, wrinkled grandmother, 

and several versions of male drag. The more glamorous or titillating of these 

performances, i.e., those in which she crosses boundaries of race, class, and gender, 

would survive as enduring motifs in various permutations of the Belle Starr legend, as 

would the perception of Belle herself as a frustrated actress at heart, a perception which 

owes much to this first fictional account In Bella Starr, artifice is foregrounded, so that 

the repeated question becomes not "What will happen to 'Bella'"? but "How well will she 

carry out this particular performance?" Because "Bella" as a realistic individual character 

ceases to exist, the reader makes little emotional investment in her; the overall effect of the 

episodic narrative is less sentimental than theatrical, like some of today's blockbuster films 

that rely primarily on special effects rather than plot or character for their entertainment 

value. 

The special effect in Bella Starr is "Bella's" use of disguises. Her cross-dressing, a 

motif which appears fi^uently in later accounts (though completely unsupported by 
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pictorial or even anecdotal evidence from anyone who actually knew the real Belle Starr 

is always highly theatricalized. The character's first such adventure, a practical joke 

carried out with charitable intent in which she impersonates a young "dude parson" in order 

to raise money from a stingy congregation for the support of their own ailing, aged, and 

poverty-stricken clergyman, introduces the theatrical context of her performances. The 

masquerade can be carried out on the spur of the moment because "Bella" just happens to 

possess a "box containing the theatrical costumes." She "jumped into the pants, buttoned 

the Prince Albert 'round [her], hitched on the dude collar, clapped on the plug hat and shot 

out for the church" (9). Neither theater nor costumes are mentioned in the narrative until 

this episode (which also establishes "Bella" as an actress of considerable talent) but from 

this point on role- and gender-shifting are repeated motifs, as she becomes a sort of one-

woman traveling secret theater company. Costumes are always available, and her 

audiences do not even realize that they are participating in a play. Annette Kuhn, in The 

Power of the Image, writes: "[There is] a property of narrative which is of particular 

importance to fictions of sexual disguise; narrative point of view, through which readers 

are positioned as knowing or otherwise in relation to the fiction" (61). In Bella Starr, 

through the two narrative voices of the omniscient narrator and "Bella's" own journal, the 

reader is doubly privy to the nature of the various masquerades. The playful humor of the 

first masquerade and the reader's knowledge and assumed approval of "Bella's" charitable 

intent allow readers to take pleasure in identifying with her. But that identification also 

makes the reader, in a sense, complicit in the execution of "Bella's" schemes, and not all 

her later adventures are so playful. In the "terrible contest between the good and bad 

elements in her nature," the "bad" comes to dominate more and more as the tale progresses, 

and the cruelty and callousness "Bella" demonstrates become disconcerting to the reader 
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who earlier enjoyed the vicarious thrill of her more innocent, if not entirely harmless, 

Robin Hood-like adventures. In a hurriedly written patchwork of sex, fraud, larceny, and 

violence, the Fox writer moves back and forth between sympathetic sentimentality and 

heartless criminality, keeping the reader off-balance and unsure of his or her own feelings 

about "Bella Starr." 

The reader also becomes complicit in the crossing of significant social and sexual 

boundaries; "Bella's" cross-dressing, when placed in context with some of the apparently 

masculine qualities with which the author endows her—her vigorous physicality, her skill at 

riding and shooting, her pragmatic and calculating intellect—helps to place her in a sort of 

liminal sexual borderland. As a marker of transgressiveness, however, her cross-dressing 

in itself may have been less significant in the nineteenth century than it might appear to later 

readers and writers. "Bella's" performances are clearly represented as self-consciously 

theatrical, with much attention to setting, costumes, and props, and theatrical transvestism 

was familiar and acceptable to nineteenth-century audiences. Annie Hindle, for example, 

who was bom about the same time as Belle, c. 1847, and who was the first successful 

male impersonator on the American stage, gained huge numbers of female admirers for her 

portrayals of swaggering young men (Bullough and Bullough 228, Duggan 802). Sarah 

Bernhardt played at least twenty-five cross-dressed roles during her long career; she was 

one of some fifty actresses to play Hamlet during the nineteenth century. Maijorie Garber 

writes of those actresses' performances, "Reviews commended the excellence of their 

portrayals, without any reference to gender cross-casting. No one apparently thought it 

strange or inappropriate" (37). 

Sex roles were more rigidly defined in the nineteenth century, to be sure, yet even real-

life female-to-male transvestism was less rare than might be supposed. Vem L. and 
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Bonnie Bullough, in Cross Dressing. Sex, and Gender (1993), claim that there were 

significant numbers of cross-dressing women in the nineteenth century (157-69). Many of 

these women were in the American West, where they might pass as men to work in 

occupations like stagecoach driver, as Charles Durkee Pankhurst of California did, or live 

as mountain men, like the woman known only as "Mountain Charley" (Bullough and 

Bullough 158). In their study of hundreds of such individuals, the Bulloughs found that: 

In most of the cross-dressing accounts summarized here ... the women who 

successfully cross dressed were admired by others when they were finally 

unmasked. They had demonstrated that women could successfully compete with 

men and had for themselves, at least, removed many of the barriers that kept 

women in their place .... most of the women in these accounts seemed content to 

revert to their traditional feminine role once they found the "right" man. In short, 

they were non-threatening to the male establishment. (103) 

A woman's purpose in cross-dressing thus determined others' responses to her behavior. 

If she impersonated a man "in order to get a job, accompany a loved one, or gain 

freedom...this explanation struck a responsive chord in both men and women" (Bullough 

and Bullough 163). In other words, if she changed her identity to survive rather than to 

deceive—or if she did so to help another to survive, as when Fox's "Bella" masquerades as 

a parson to raise money for the old clergyman who is in dire need—her behavior would be 

defined as honorable. But not all of "Bella Starr's" role-playing falls into that category, 

which problematizes her character(s); more often she assumes her disguises either to 

commit a crime or to escape the consequences of a previous crime. She was most certainly 

not "non-threatening to the male establishment," however that establishment might be 

defined. As the original "Bella Starr" of the first few pages disappears behind a parade of 
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masks, it becomes apparent that the role "Bella" plays as a beautiful and alluring woman is 

as much a construction as any of her other performances. Disguised as a wealthy socialite, 

she practices fraud and forgery; her victims are the powerful men who fall prey to her 

charms. In male drag, she commits the more traditionally masculine crimes of robbery and 

murder. She threatens male victims—and all her victims are male—at every level, 

emotionally, financially, physically. 

Unhampered by any fixed identity, including that of gender. Fox's '"Bella"' can be 

anyone, do anything; such freedom offers an initially appealing but ultimately disconcerting 

fantasy for the reader who might identify with such a protagonist. Annette Kuhn writes, 

"Gender is what crucially defines us, so that an ungendered subject cannot, in this view, be 

human. The human being, in other words, is a gendered subject And so a fixed 

subjectivity and a gendered subjectivity are, in ideology, one and the same" (52). What 

this means for Bella Starr on one level is that as its heroine's gendered subjectivity becomes 

less firmly fixed, she becomes less sympathetic; she actually does come to seem less 

human. As a result, readers are offered a way out of their growing discomfort with a 

heroine who disappoints them, who sheds the positive markers of traditional femininity— 

the charity and maternal instincts which are her only markers of morality—and becomes 

more and more degenerate. Her performances of masculinity offer her no possibility of an 

altemate subjectivity because they are so clearly defined as temporary, calculated fictions; 

the author has been too careful to endow her with a hyper-eroticized femaleness, but a 

femaleness that is quite distinct and separate from feminine virtue. Within the context of 

the larger fiction "Bella" may fool her male victims about her gender, but the reader is 

always in on the masquerade. As Tracy C. Davis notes in Actresses Ay Working Women: 

Their Social Identity in Victorian Culture, "the reason d'etre of women's cross-dressing 
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[onstage] was allure.... neither convincing impersonation nor sexual ambiguity was 

possible .... instead of losing her identity in such characters, the actress's gender was 

highlighted" (113-14). Because only a feminine gendered subjectivity is available to 

"Bella," the disintegration of that subjectivity signals the disintegration of her humanity. 

By the end of the narrative readers who had begun the story prepared to like and identify 

with "Bella" feel betrayed; they are prepared for, perhaps even relieved by, her death. 

The turning point for "Bella" comes at the mid-point of the narrative. Fox's 

anonymous writer may seem to celebrate "Bella's" spirit and freedom from convention in 

the earlier part of the story, but at last he lets her transgressions catch up with her, and he 

does so, ironically, at the point when she seems most capable of achieving redemption. 

After committing an assortment of robberies, frauds, and even one murder, a murder which 

not only the author but "the deceased['s] two brothers, both deputies" somehow manage to 

excuse (14-15), "Bella" determines to mend her ways. She decides to "seek a country 

where she and her misdeeds were unknown, and strive to live the life of a virtuous 

woman" (28), and moves to California with her two children and May Rower, the 

orphaned daughter of friends. In an example of the kind of occasional self-castigation with 

which the author complicates her character, "Bella" writes of May Rower in her journal; 

I... determined to live a Christian life, and guard the young girl from the 

temptations which had once been my ruin. All freshness and purity, what a 

contrast was her flower-like existence to the dailc, autumnal season of my withering 

soul .... I said to her one morning ... "You and I thus linked in the golden chain 

of love have united the two great contrasts of life, namely, vice and virtue. You 

must never leave me. May, for I begin to grow better and kinder since your sweet 

face has lighted up the gloomy chamber of my soul." (29-30) 
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"Bella's" seasonal allusion contrasts May's springlike "freshness and purity" to her own 

"dark, aututnnal... soul," and May's very name conjures up the possibility of "Bella's" 

salvation. Like her charge, who is just coming into the bloom of womanhood, "Bella" too 

may flower again under that gentle influence and "grow better and kinder." 

But spring blossoms are fragile and their delicate beauty is easily crushed. In a 

particularly cruel irony, "Bella" cannot protect May Flower, a true innocent, fiom the wiles 

of a young man who heartlessly seduces—deflowers—and abandons her. What follows 

"Bella's" discovery of his treachery constitutes the only part of the narrative in which she 

demonstrates any kind of believable masculine subjectivity in terms of nineteenth century 

masculine stereotypes. That masculine subjectivity is confused and conflated with the 

equally essentialized female subjectivity that has always been clearly visible behind 

"Bella's" performances of maleness, and the result is a manifestation of androgyny found 

nowhere else in the texL Reacting less like a mother than like an enraged father or brother, 

"Bella" disguises herself as a man and locates the seducer. Feigning friendship, she joins 

him in a hunting party, and in the course of a "manly" conversation he reveals his true 

nature and the heartlessness of his conquest. May Flower, he laughs, "was only one of 

many others who would share the same fate at his hands." To this "Bella" responds that 

"some girls have brothers to protect and defend them." She then takes steps not only to 

avenge May Flower, but to protect the seducer's future victims. That night in the woods, 

she waits until he falls asleep and then stabs him to death in a passionate, murderous 

penetration: 

What wonder that, lying by his side, I shook like a leaf!... I clutched the fatal 

dagger, and, kneeling over my victim, placed the point between his left ribs. My 

hand was too nervous to strike deep, so I leaned my throbbing bosom against the 
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hilt, throwing my body's weight full upon the weapon. The long blade went home 

.... The blade remained in the pulsing heart for some minutes. At first I had not 

the courage to withdraw it. (33) 

The intensely melodramatic and sexually charged language of this scene illustrates the 

"tolerance for ambiguity" that Anzaldua finds characteristic of psychic borderlands. By 

assuming both male and female roles in this drama of death and sex, "Bella" ''break[s) 

down the subject-object duality that keeps her a prisoner and ... show[s| in the flesh ... 

how duality is transcended" (Anzaldda 79-80) in an androgyny that empowers her to take 

effective action. Dressed in men's clothes, she lies beside her enemy, shaking "like a leaf." 

The fragility of the leaf simile emphasizes her femininity, as do the references to her 

"nervous" hand and "throbbing bosom," yet she assumes the male-superior position "over 

[her] victim, throwing [her] body's weight full upon the weapon." This enactment of 

figurative—and fatal-rape also depends upon a gender reversal for the victim, so that 

"Bella's" knife and the seducer's "pulsing heart" stand in for male and female genitalia. In 

this scene, unlike any other performance of masculinity in the narrative, the theatricality of 

the masquerade is missing. We believe in "Bella" not as a man but as an androgyne, so 

that androgyny and the potential of sexual multiplicity become associated with the 

perpetration of sexual violence. This makes the conflation of subjectivities something truly 

dangerous, something that enables violence. "Bella," shaken as never before, banishes the 

monstrous androgyne and reclaims her femininity by acknowledging fear, as seen in her 

lack of "courage" to remove the knife. The text implies that she fears the possibility that the 

monster/seducer she has killed may not really be dead, but she also fears the monster she 

has awakened within herself. 
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When "Bella" returns home, she finds that May Rower has committed suicide in her 

absence. Concluding that "All [her] efforts at reform seemed to be in vain" (34), she leaves 

their cottage and re-embarks on her life of crime. The narrator writes: 'The rust of human 

blood had eaten into her heart, corroding all the finer sentiments of her sex" (34), and those 

"finer sentiments" do appear to become progressively corroded, as "Bella" fails to shake 

off the gender confusion and brutality that characterized her killing of May Flower's 

seducer. Her criminal behavior becomes less dashing and more tawdry and violent; she no 

longer kills out of passion but rather with calculation. And while she is still beautiful, her 

sexuality also turns cold and calculating. Her stereotypic masculine character traits-

aggressiveness, determination, outspokenness, and leadership —are no longer outweighed 

or softened by other, more traditionally feminine qualities, and the upsetting of that 

equation coarsens her. She is still intensely sexual, but the non-threatening, playful, more 

subtle androgyny that made her a comfortable vehicle for readers' fantasies has turned 

dark. 

The narrative loses energy in its last twenty pages. The author even acknowledges this 

at one pwint: 

There are many remarkable incidents in the life of Bella Starr, which, owing to our 

limited space, we are obliged to overlook. In doing so we are aware that our 

readers will not regret the omission. The constant recurrence of robberies and 

ambuscades soon becomes monotonous.... (59) 

He appears to have been in a hurry to finish up his manuscript and get it to his publisher. 

He also appears to have given up on or at least grown tired of "Bella"; and despite the 

"agony of conscience" with which he credits her after May Flower's death, she seems to 

have given up on herself (34). About her death, which is recounted with uncharacteristic 
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brevity, the narrator writes "Her murder was one of the most dastardly acts ever 

committed" (62), but after the "dastardly acts" with which he has credited "Bella" herself, 

that seems like journalistic hyperbole, written without conviction. A poem on the last page 

concludes with these lines: 

With lawless men the most at ease. 

She bets and gambles, but you'll please 

Observe she never goes too far. 

That's Bella Starr. (64) 

The poem is disingenuous. It is apparent that even the author felt his creation had gone too 

far, as the admiration that characterizes the early chapters lessens and he distances both 

himself and his readers from his heroine,. 

Disenchanted though the Fox writer may have been by the time he finished his Bella 

Starr, the figure he invented had captured the public imagination. Bella Starr sold veiy well 

and inspired legions of imitators. In the United States, S. W. Harman's Hell on the 

Border: He Hanged Eighty-Eight Men (1898) would quickly become, and for decades 

would remain, the definitive text on Belle Starr. Harman, in his "Author's Preface" claims 

that; 'This is not a fiction, and I did not make the characters which the book reveals" (4). 

Only the second part of this statement is true. Harman did not "make" his Belle Starr; he 

lifted her almost entirely from Fox's 1889 Bella Starr. Any consideration of Belle Starr's 

legend and image must take the influence of both those books into account As noted 

earlier, many subsequent works on Belle Starr, including several which are represented by 

their authors as authentic, fact-based biographies, draw much of their material from either 

Fox or Harman, often adding their own imaginative interpretations to further tales of 

Belle's alleged banditiy and promiscuity.23 
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Two European books also followed Fox's Bella Starr in fairly quick succession, and 

both were quickly translated into English and published in the United States; thus they 

enhanced the outlaw queen's notoriety both at home and abroad. The first of these writers 

relied on Fox's exaggerated fiction for his initial source material on Belle Starr, but he 

added his own dramatic embellishments. Charles de Varigny was a French journalist in 

New York in the 1890s who worked as a correspondent for Italian newspapers in Rome 

and Milan. The American news he furnished them was, according to Glenn Shirley, "little 

more than sensational rewrites of American crime news, which he lifted from the National 

Police Gazette, the Police News, the New York Herald, and Joseph Pulitzer's World" (9). 

One might think such American publications were quite lurid enough for most readers, but 

Varigny raised sensationalism to new levels. In La Femme aux Etats-Unis (1893), 

translated from the French and published in the United States asTTie Women of the United 

States in 1895, he devotes a long section of one chapter to "Belle Starr, the idol of the 

Western bandits, a living defiance of the law" (170). He retells and embellishes a few 

episodes from the Fox opus, two of which center on Belle's cross-dressing. But next to 

Vcuigny's Belle Starr, Fox's "Bella" pales in comparison. Varigny's heroine is a veritable 

warrior princess, who "from infancy . .. showed a passion for blows, for acts of 

violence," due to her upbringing as the daughter of the "chief of the Southern guerrillas" in 

the Civil War. "An intrepid Amazon, from the time she was ten years old she handled the 

revolver, the lasso, the carbine, and the bowie-knife" (171). Varigny's Belle is more 

precocious than Fox's in other areas as well. She marries "Bob Younger, a famous bandit" 

at the age of fourteen, "on horseback, surrounded by a score of desperadoes" (172);24 

Younger is followed by three more husbands and "many lovers among the desperadoes and 

outlaws of Texas, Kansas, Nebraska, and Nevada" (180). 



143 

Her last two husbands are Indians, as were the real Belle Starr's, though Varigny 

renames Sam Starr "Sand," probably because it sounded more savage and exotic to the 

European ear. Varigny's representation of Belle Starr illustrates the European fascination 

with "the American barbarian," the label one of Henry James's European characters 

bestows on the protagonist of his 1877 novel. The American 25 Indeed, Varigny not only 

exoticizes his Belle's individual otherness but sets her up as an example of "the modem 

American woman," who is "utterly unlike the European, from whom she is separated by a 

whole world of ideas, of instincts, and of traditions" (182). The most important difference 

he notes between the two is the American woman's independence; in the United States a 

woman "is under no one's individual protection [specifically not that of father, husband, or 

son], but under that of everyone" (183). It is difficult to ascertain precisely what Varigny 

means by that, whether he refers to legal protection, physical protection, or both. Certainly 

his Belle Starr hardly seems to require either. 

Varigny characterizes the frontier as "distant localities beyond the confines of 

civilisation and legislation, swarming with desperadoes and cowboys, who voluntarily give 

free play to their drunken desires, their brutal instincts, and their savage passions" (169-

70). Those "savage passions" hold a powerful erotic attraction for Varigny, who 

constructs his Belle Starr as a sort of romanticized dominatrix. He describes her in 

adulatory terms, praising her masculine intelligence, bravery, and skill with weapons, and 

the ways in which she "proved the superiority of woman among the outlaws who 

surrounded and followed her, obeying her wishes, deferential to her sex, subjugated by her 

audacity and beauty" (181-82). 

Varigny's writings served in turn as source material for Italian physican and professor 

of criminal anthropology Cesare Lximbroso, who in La Donna Delinquente (1893), which 
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was translated into English and published in the United States asThe Female Offender in 

1903. cites "Bell-Star" as an example of a born criminal "possessed of a very superior 

intelligence" (172). Lombroso's characterization of Belle received enough attention in the 

United States to warrant debunking By Burton Rascoe in his Belle Starr "The Bandit 

Queen" (1941), which replaced Harman's Hell on the Border as the definitive Belle Starr 

reference. Lombroso repeats almost word-for-word Varigny's account of her life, with the 

same exaggerations and errors, but while Varigny idealizes Belle and forgives her 

lawlessness as the result of her upbringing among "fierce spirits" in a "bloody period" 

(Varigny 171), Lombroso views her as a fascinating monster. Lombroso's "Bell-Star" is 

rendered criminal and monstrous primarily because of the ways in which she blurs the 

borders of gender; everything about her is simply too intense, especially her "masculine" 

intelligence and will. He devotes more pages to "Bell Star" than to almost any of the other 

examples of "female delinquents" he profiles, because he sees in her a complete synthesis 

of the traits that combine to produce the bora female criminal, who surpasses the ordinary 

criminal in both intelligence and evil. Despite the errors in his recounting of her life—he got 

none of the facts, including her name, right—many of his observations on women and 

women criminals reflect prevailing thought in Europe and the United States at the time Belle 

Starr's legend was taking shape. According to Lombroso: 

.. .the female criminal.. .is excessively erotic, weak in materaal feeling, inclined 

to dissipation, astute and audacious, and dominates weaker beings sometimes by 

suggestion, at others by muscular force; while her love of violent exercise, her 

vices, and even her dress, increase her resemblance to the sterner sex when by 

an unfortunate chance muscular strength and intellectual force meet in the same 

individual, we have a female delinquent of a terrible type indeed. A typical example 
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of these extraordinary women is presented by Bell-Star, the female brigand .... 

(187-88) 

These are certainly the traits that characterize the Belle Starr of legend. Her many husbands 

and lovers, though their names may vary according to the storyteller, are clearly essential to 

her persona; most accounts portray her not only as "excessively erotic," but as strangely 

irresistible to the opposite sex. She is generally represented as promiscuous, sometimes as 

a prostitute, although absolutely no evidence exists to show that the real Belle ever engaged 

in prostitution. Edwin P. Hicks, in Belle Starr and Her Pearl (1963), astutely observes that 

"sometimes [sources'] stories are confused, sometimes they confuse Belle with her 

daughter Pearl " (46).26 After her mother's death. Pearl did become a prostitute and 

eventually a prosperous madam operating her own house in Fort Smith, Arkansas. 

The focus on Belle's uninhibited sexuality is consistent in a number of representations 

of her. Woody Guthrie's song "Belle Starr," for example, focuses entirely on her erotic 

relationships; the song is actually less about Belle than it is a catalog of the fates—in all but 

two cases, the violent deaths—of a group of outlaws. Belle functions primarily as an object 

to link the men together, with a strong subtext pointing to her as a literal femme fatale in an 

equation of sex and death. Guthrie consequently uses the word "love" quite loosely, as in 

the lines "She loved Mr. William Qark Quantrill / And his Civil War guerrillas out in the 

Missouri hills." There and in several other places it is cleariy a euphemism for another four-

letter verb. 

Lombroso's female criminal is "weak in maternal feeling." There is considerable 

confusion about what kind of mother the historical Belle Starr was, and that confusion is 

reflected in various versions of her legend. Although she was apparently devoted to her 

daughter Pearl, as is evident in the letter she wrote to Peari the night before her departure 



146 

for prison, her absolute rejection of Pearl's illegitimate child was considered cruel and 

unnatural even in the late nineteenth century. It is over that issue that Harman, for 

example, turns against Belle in Hell on the Border. Up to the point of Pearl's pregnancy 

his portrayal of Belle is generally admiring and sympathetic (Harman 596-602). 

As noted earlier, according to the historical record both Pearl and her brother Eddie 

spent more time being raised by other relatives than they did with their mother, and there 

seems to be considerable evidence that Eddie and Belle did not get along. Eddie was even 

suspected of her murder (Rascoe 249, Mooney 252-54, Breihan and Rosamond 16, Horan 

225, Lyon 41). Burton Rascoe conflates excessive eroticism with "maternal weakness" in 

his portrayal of Belle, where he makes her the conscious villain of a horrific oedipal 

relationship. Rascoe, a former deputy sheriff of Pottawotamie County, Oklahoma and self-

styled historian, claims that "among the people in Belle Starr country it is commonly 

accepted belief that there were incestuous relations between Belle and her son and that she 

complicated this with extreme sadism" (249). When a voice that is represented as 

authoritative, like Rascoe's, cites "commonly accepted belief," that conveniently 

unverifiable source for otherwise unfounded accusations, his claim can set in motion a 

particularly vicious form of circular logic. If the accusation is made often enough, it is 

likely to become "commonly accepted," as many women whose reputations have been 

impugned could testify. 

The Belle Starr of legend, like Lombroso's female offender, definitely became more 

"inclined to dissipation" in the decades after her death. Fox's 1889 Bella Starr may have 

grown coarse and cruel in the second half of the narrative, but at least she observed the 

proprieties in public. The Belle of Rascoe's 1941 biography "would enter bars and drink 

like a man or take her place at gaming tables" (178), and Carl W. Breihan and Charles A. 
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Rosamond, writing in 1970, say she "assumed her role of shady lady in grand style" (10). 

And although they may utilize different adjectives, virtually all versions of her story from 

Fox on agree with Lombroso that this female criminal was "astute and audacious, and 

dominate[d] weaker beings." 

Lombroso's most interesting observations have to do with the ways in which the 

female criminal's "love of violent exercise, her vices, and even her dress, increase her 

resemblance to the sterner sex." Virtually all biographies and fictional accounts of Belle 

Starr's life note that she was strong, healthy, and an accomplished rider. Glenn Shirley 

writes of Belle as a young girl: "Two interests obsessed hen horses and the outdoors .... 

she spent much of her time roaming the hills with her brother Bud" (39). Fox's writer tells 

us that 'The infirmities which usually accompany maternity do not appear to have given our 

heroine much inconvenience, for she was in the saddle ten days after the event [of Pearl's 

birth]" (8). Such robustness would certainly have seemed unfeminine in 1889 if Fox's 

"Bella" had not been so scrupulously over-endowed with other markers of femininity, 

particularly beauty and elegant manners. Like the cross-dressing that looms so large in 

Fox's and other fictional accounts, her lack of feminine frailty—her combination of 

"muscular strength and intellectual force"~places Belle Starr in a borderland with regard to 

gender by "increas[ing] her resemblance to the sterner sex." Whether those characteristics 

make her monstrous or increase her attractiveness seems to have depended upon particular 

writers' interpretations: whether they were inclined to romanticize or to vilify her, and how 

many traditionally feminine characteristics they were willing to grant her. 

Some writers' attitudes toward Belle's sexuality and her behavior in general seem 

curiously ahistorical, apparently reflecting particular individuals' romantic imaginations, or 

lack thereof, more than the moral attitudes of the period in which they write. Belle's 
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persona underwent a complete revision and dramatization immediately after her death, so 

that she achieved a mythic status that in effect made it safe to celebrate her for outrageous 

and often invented behavior that would have been unacceptable in any real woman. S. W. 

Harman in 1898 forgives—in fact, celebrates— Belle's crimes and illicit sexual 

relationships, and only becomes judgmental when she hypocritically attempts to impose a 

Victorian code of sexual morality on the pregnant but unmarried Pearl. The myth that 

made her beautiful, despite photographic evidence to the contrary, also rendered her 

exempt, in many writers' minds, from serious disapproval. After Harman, Captain Kit 

Dalton's 1914 memoir makes her a criminal with a S10,000 bounty on her head, but a 

beautiful and sympathetic one. (No historical records exist of any reward being offered for 

her arrest.) In the 1920s Duncan Aikman and Charles Kingston also suspend moral 

judgment in favor of dramatic effect Kingston, an English writer, repeats the French 

journalist Varigny's nonsensical narrative of Belle's life, with further embellishment, in his 

Remarkable Rogues (1921). His Belle was bom at the edge of a battlefield and grew up 

"nearly always on the march" (31); "Animals loved her; men feared and respected her" 

(32). 1941 saw the publication of Rascoe's more authoritative Belle Starr; Rascoe follows 

Harman's lead by tuming against Belle late in the narrative because of "her dark sins" as a 

mother, in this case her alleged "incestuous relations" with her son Eddie (249). Also in 

1941, 20th Century Fox released Belle Starr, starring Gene Tiemey as Belle opposite 

Randolph Scott as Sam Starr. Ron Lackmann, in Women of the Western Frontier in Fact, 

Fiction, and Film (1997) describes Tiemey's Belle as "a pretty, sensitive, and high-spirited 

Southern aristocrat who had a mammy like Scarlett O'Hara's and lived in an antebellum 

mansion as a girl" (18). This attractive image no doubt owed a good deal to the success of 



149 

the 1939 film version of Gone with the Wind, a film which achieved an artistic and 

financial success Belle Starr did not replicate. 

The conservative 1950s were less kind to Belle. James D. Horan, in a chapter devoted 

to Belle in Desperate Women (1952), accepts the story that Cole Younger was her first 

lover and Pearl's father and, echoing the morality of the decade, believes and disapproves 

of the tales of her voracious sexuality. He takes particular pains to discredit tales of her 

beauty (202) and says of her supposed parade of short-term lovers, "Belle held them by 

sex, fear, or her rough personal magnetism" (217). RXO's 1952 film Montana Belle, 

starring Jane Russell, is accurately described by Lackmann as a "sexist joke," badly 

written, badly acted, and with no real grounding in either fact or legend. In 1960 Peter 

Lyon, writing in a state of high moral dudgeon that he apparently maintained throughout 

the next decade, set out to undermine popular Western outlaw legends, including that of 

Belle Starr, in two essays in American Heritage that were later expanded into a book and 

published in 1969 under the title The Wild, Wild WestA^ In his efforts to discredit both the 

legends and Belle's moral character—he calls her a "horse thief, cattle thief, suspected 

robber of stagecoaches, constant concubine and protector of desperate criminals" ("The 

Wild, Wild West" 41)~Lyon accepts as gospel some of the most easily disproven elements 

of the legend, beginning with Belle's alleged affair with Cole Younger and the claim that 

she and Jim Reed were not legally married. Lyon may be correct when he states that "The 

melancholy fact is that the books that sell best are precisely the books that are least 

trustworthy," ("Reading, Writing ..." 82), but beyond venting his spleen he sheds litde 

critical light on his subject 

The spirit of sexual and social revolution that swept America in the 1960s and 1970s 

did not help to recuperate Belle's image; if anything, it had the opposite effect. Earlier 
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writers had been relatively discreet in describing Belle's behavior; for example, in Lead and 

Likker {\932) Owen P. White circumspectly refers to Belle's "s.a." (sex appeal) as the 

source of her power over men (179, 190). In contrast, by 1964 Ronald Dean Miller, in 

Shady Ladies of the West, flatly states that "Her main occupation was prostitution" (112). 

In Notorious Ladies of the Frontier {\969), Harry Sinclair Drago claims that both her 

children were illegitimate and that she was an unfit mother because she subjected them to "a 

parade of 'husbands' and lovers [who] appeared and disappeared ... with mystifying 

frequency" (171). Carl W. Breihan and Charles A. Rosamond, in The Bandit Belle 

(1970), indirectly accuse her of prostitution: "she frequently visited the homes of strange 

men for other than livery stable business. She once acquired $2500 in one lump sum from 

a wealthy cattleman .... Why she got it is anyone's guess" (12). They also cast doubt on 

the legitimacy of her marriage to Jim Reed and, in a misogynistic dig at women's morals in 

general, write "It was not uncommon in those days for a woman to claim to be a man's 

wife without going through the bothersome formality of a ceremony" (12). 

The crudest combination of voyeuristic sensationalism and judgmental moralizing 

appears in Charles W. Mooney's Doctor in Belle Starr Country 5). This book is 

supposedly a biography of the author's father, "Dr. Jesse Mooney (1866-1915) [who] 

practiced medicine in all Five Civilized Indian Nations, personally treated 8 Indian Chiefs, 

including two women chieftains, was the personal physician to Belle Starr in 1888 and was 

at her bedside fifteen minutes after she died" (iii). Mooney invents pages of dialogue in 

which Pearl discusses both her and her mother's sex lives, including a detailed description 

Belle allegedly gave Pearl of her first sexual encounter in a hayloft with Cole Younger. 

Perhaps inspired by Rascoe's accusations of mother-son incest between Eddie and Belle, 

Mooney claims that Pearl confessed to his father. Dr. Mooney, that Eddie was the father of 
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her first child. Pearl's explanation, in the awkwardly written dialect in which Mooney has 

both Belle and Pearl speak throughout the book, blames Belle directly for Pearl's 

indiscretions: 

"[Eddie] learnt about women from me, and he was the first one I ever let go to bed 

with me. I knew all about Momma sleepin' with first one man and then another, 

and she told me all about it when she was an entertainer in a Dallas saloon. So I 

thought it was time for me and Eddie to have some fun. I know'd it would catch up 

on us, but it was so good we didn't care .... We done it fer six months fore I 

got knocked up." (259) 

The sexual revolution had created a climate in which such sexual matters could be 

discussed not only openly and graphically but, as Mooney illustrates, in a more crudely 

exploitative fashion than even the early pulp fictions. The freedom Mooney pretends to 

grant Belle and Pearl is illusory. He reserves the final word for himself, casting judgment 

on Belle as one of the "good time queens of pulchritude .... who sold their femininity to 

the sex starved outlaws and vagabounds [sic] " (209), and on Pearl as a shameless denizen 

of "the mire and stigma of prostitution" (261). Mooney offers readers a world much like 

Varigny's West, a region whose inhabitants "voluntarily live a lawless life, and give free 

play to their drunken desires, their brutal instincts, and their savage passions" (Varigny 

169-70). It is also a world in which a woman who steps outside the boundaries of 

approved female behavior can be humiliated with impunity, as Mooney demonstrates in his 

treatment of Belle and Pearl. In that sense it is much like the world of a far better 

representation of the post-Civil War West, Walter Hill's 1980 film The Long Riders. 

Belle Starr's rumored relationship with Cole Younger forms the most significant 

subplot in this account of the James-Younger gang, which climaxes with the disastrous 
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Northfield. Minnesota bank robbery that sent all the Younger brothers to prison and Jesse 

and Frank James into hiding. As played by Pamela Reed and David Carradine, Belle and 

Cole have a powerful chemistry that contrasts with the sharp, often cruel, verbal sparring 

that makes up most of their exchanges. Reed's Belle is a prostitute and there is no 

indication that she has ever engaged in any other profession: outlawry is a man's business 

in this film. She is tough, but Reed's performance is nuanced enough that the audience 

sees her vulnerability even as she tries to hide it from Cole. Theirs is a sad relationship; 

she wants a commitment from the misogynistic Cole but he ridicules her. Marriage, even 

to an outlaw, equals respectability in this film, and so Belle proposes to Cole while they are 

relaxing in bed after sex. He laughs at hen "You'll never be respectable. Belle. You're a 

whore. You'll always be a whore. That's why I like you." 

The camera cuts immediately from that exchange to a photographer's studio, where 

Jesse James, his bride-to-be Zee Minuns, and their families and friends, including Cole 

Younger, are posing for wedding pictures. The bandits' and their families' stiff postures 

and unsmiling faces are the ironic embodiment of rigid respectability. This deliberate 

juxtapositioning of Belle with the film's "respectable" women continues throughout the 

film; she has no relationship to them and they never appear in the same scenes. In Belle's 

autobiographical sketch for the Fort Smith Elevator, discussed eariier, the following 

sentence appears: "So long had I been estranged from the society of women (whom I 

t h o r o u g h l y  d e t e s t )  t h a t  I  t h o u g h t  I  w o u l d  f i n d  i t  i r k s o m e  t o  l i v e  i n  t h e i r  m i d s t S o m e  

redactors of the Belle Starr legend have made much of the parenthetical aside, which is very 

likely an editorial interpolation, to argue that Belle had no use for others of her own sex 

except her daughter, whom she adored. The Long Riders, in which she appears to be 

childless, presents nothing to the contrary. Even though there are other women present in 
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the bordello and bar where most of Belle's scenes take place, she does not interact with 

them, whereas the respectable women, the wives and sweethearts of the Jameses and 

Youngers, are clearly part of a community based on kinship and mutual support. They talk 

about Belle, but not to her. This social marginalization is most evident at the party after 

Jesse and Zee's wedding. Cole has stepped outside when Belle appears in the darkness, 

alone in her buggy on the far side of the street; she is, in this scene, dressed as respectably 

as the women inside at the party. She calls Cole over and asks "How come I wasn't 

invited?" He answers, not surprisingly, "'Cause you're a whore," then tums and walks 

away. 

It is as if she seeks Cole out to have him confirm the community's damning opinion of 

her. She smiles bitterly and says, "Yeah, well at least I ain't a cheap one," whips her 

horse, and drives off into the night. This Belle is a far cry from the hard-riding 

outdoorswoman of legend and historical record. The indoors is her natural element: dimly 

lit, crowded, smoky, noisy bars and bordellos, where she and Cole are pressed together by 

anonymous crowds. Even in the scenes where the two are alone together, there is a 

closeness, almost a claustrophobia in the dark walls and tangled sheets that contain and 

confine these two restless and rebellious souls. In contrast, the respectable women are 

most often shown with their men in the clean, green outdoors, where couples walk together 

in relaxed and open affection, surrounded by light and space. 

Belle's final scene takes place in a bar in Texas, where she taunts Cole and her new 

husband Sam Starr into fighting over her, even though, as Cole observes, it "doesn't make 

much sense" to "fight over something [they've] both already had."29 Cole stabs Sam in the 

leg and walks out, leaving Belle looking unhappy and ashamed. That is the last the 

audience sees or hears of her. Clearly Cole is finished with her. Carradine's Cole Younger 



154 

knows he is no prize for any woman. As he tells Frank James in an earlier scene, marriage 

and respectability don't "go with the way he's living." But that does not mean that in his 

heart he does not hold women to a higher standard. If Belle is no better than he is, then she 

is not good enough. Pamela Reed's portrayal of Belle is so powerful because of the way 

she simultaneously conveys both toughness and vulnerability, along with a stubborn 

insistence on living life on her own terms and the pain that stubbornness causes her. In 

that sense it is not far removed from the real Belle Starr as she reveals herself in her letters 

and her one brief autobiographical statement 

Borders of Class and Race 

Two additional factors in the life of the historical Belle Starr complicate representations 

of hen first, the contrast between her relatively genteel upbringing (in the context of the 

time and place, Missouri before and during the Civil War) and the rough companions and 

apparently primitive living conditions of her adult life, and second, her Indian affiliations, 

which have led to some confusion over her own ethnic identity on the part of some writers. 

Her reputed gentility, first noted in Fox, gives the invented Belle the ability to move in any 

social circle. Thus while the Belle of legend can ride up and down the streets of Dallas 

dressed in buckskin and shooting off her pistols in the best wild West tradition (Rascoe 

178, Horan 212, Hicks 27), she can also, chameleon-like, appear quite at home in a 

diamond tiara at an elegant ball in San Francisco (Fox 39). The frontier had always 

demanded that a woman be adaptable if she were to survive and thrive there. Belle Starr's 

legendaiy talent for disguise, combined with her more domestic accomplishments and her 

skill at riding and with weapons, carried that adaptability to an entertaining extreme. All the 

traditional markers of femininity and gentility with which she is endowed, which are at 
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odds with the accounts of her coarse behavior and cross-dressing, appear to be attempts on 

the part of her redactors to counteract what were perceived to be the masculinizing and 

Indianizing effects of the frontier on women.30 The result is that Belle's image is over-full, 

packed with so many contradictions and ambiguities that she can only be contained within 

the pages of Action or the realm of legend. 

Most sources, beginning with Fox, make a point of noting her family's social position 

and Belle's own talents and superior education: "Bella was not only well educated, but 

gifted with uncommon musical and literary talents, which were almost thrown away 

through the bias of her nomadic and lawless disposition" (Fox 5). Harman calls her a 

"cultured Amazon" (575) and observes that she "was brilliant as a child, tractable and apt to 

leam and as the means of education had not been stinted in her case, she was already, at 

fourteen years old, the possessor of a liberal education, and withal was an excellent 

musician" (559). Western singer and songwriter Michael Martin Murphy, who used Glenn 

Shirley's biography of Belle Starr as his source, outlines some of the contradictions of her 

nature in the third verse of his 1993 song, "Belle Starr": 

Bom Myra Belle Shirley in southwest Missouri, 

She spoke Greek and Latin and Hebrew quite well. 

She was fierce as a wildcat, deadly aim with a pistol. 

She played the piano like a sweet Southern belle. 

How well she would have spoken Greek, Latin, and Hebrew is surely questionable, but 

she probably did have a smattering of reading knowledge in those languages, since they 

were part of the curriculum at the Carthage Female Academy, as were French and music, at 

an extra charge (Rascoe 68). Murphy also claims that "She taught French ... to the 
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children of Detroit's prison warden." He bases this claim on Shirley (3), who does not 

present it as fact, but as part of the legend. 

In various representations of her as an "outlaw queen," Belle's intellectual and social 

superiority to her companions is evident Drawing on Harman, Aikman cites Belle's 

"shrewdness and astonishing literacy" as a primary source of her power over her outlaw 

companions (Aikman 196), and Rascoe agrees that "her ruffianly crew ... probably 

looked upon her as a magician because she could read and write" (Rascoe 196). Her 

impressive literacy makes her an anomaly among Lombroso's female criminals who, he 

notes, are "rarely inclined to write much," unlike male criminals, "who are greatly addicted 

to these egotistical outpourings" (174). Additionally, Lombroso's female criminals tend 

toward physical malformations and mental abnormalities that mark them as throwbacks to 

some earlier, more savage stage of human evolution, in accordance with his "doctrine of 

criminal atavism" (xv). "Bell-Star" does not fit that model at all. Consequently, when he 

finds it impossible to reconcile her alleged beauty and intellectual achievements with her 

alleged criminality, he invents a category of female super-criminals and makes her its 

primary example. 

Belle's deep love of books and music is a persistent motif in her legend. Most of her 

biographers, for example, take firm stands on whether she did or did not have a piano in 

her cabin at Younger's Bend, apparently seeing that object as indicative of her cultural 

refinement, or lack thereof. Those who tend to be generally negative and judgmental about 

the bandit queen deny the possibility (Rascoe 69, Horan 201), while others, more inclined 

to romanticize her and forgive her transgressions, grant her that sign of gentility 

(Hardcastle 22-45, Hicks 48, Mooney 227, Tilghman 135). Captain Kit Dalton, who 

served under Quantrill and in the subtitle to his memoirs professed to have been "A Border 
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Outlaw for 17 Years," claimed to have known Belle personally. He described her 

intellectual and cultural superiority this way: 

In her sentimental moods she was a worshipper of Verdi, Gottschaulk, Rubenstein 

and Wagner. In her thoughtful moments, a devotee of Pliny, and the naturalists; 

Socrates and the philosophers; Voltaire and the satirists; Homer and the epics; 

Moore and the lyrics. (143) 

While Dalton's representation of her in this and other respects is especially florid, it is only 

a little more far-fetched than several other so-called biographies, which derive more from 

Fox than from fact. On the other hand, although most novelistic treatments of Belle Starr 

rival Fox's Bella Starr in sensationalism and some fall well below it in literary quality, she 

has fared rather well at the hands of a few recent novelists,^ i or at least better than at the 

hands of most of her biographers, with the exception of Glenn Shiriey. 

Robert Taylor, Jr.'s Loving Belle 5/arr (1984) is the best-written and most interesting 

of these. One of Taylor's ongoing themes is Belle's aesthetic sensitivity; in his novella 

Belle is seen through the eyes of those who loved her as a desirable and complex woman 

who is ultimately unreachable on an intimate emotional level. Keenly intelligent, she feels 

deeply but does not express those feelings well, and that makes her restless and moody. 

She gazes tearfully and in silence at the beauty of a sunset, and at other times insists that 

her lover read to her from Byron, which seems appropriate since she has more than a little 

of the dark Byronic hero in herself. This lover, a fiddler, is Taylor's invention; he stands 

outside a cave and plays for Belle while she sits within, in the darkness, not m/^understood 

so much as simply not understood. This is perhaps the greatest strength of Taylor's 

novella: he gives her back her privacy, her mystery. His Belle is perhaps less knowable, 

but she is also more believable, somehow more life-sized. Taylor is, in his fiction, more 
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honest than most of the writers who represent their works as fact. By presenting her as 

seen subjectively, through the eyes of those who were close to her (her children, various 

husbands and possible lovers, even her alleged murderer), he acknowledges that the Belle 

Starr we know is a composite of surface representations without inferiority. It is as if his 

characters, like the rest of us, have invented a Belle Starr to meet our own needs and 

desires. We can imagine acting out, through her persona but for our own reasons, our 

own rebellious and socially unacceptable impulses. We can choose from among the 

multiple views of her that Taylor provides, if we so desire, the Belle Starr we prefer to 

believe in. Each character's perception of Belle reminds us of our own limited perceptions 

of others, no matter how close to them we imagine we are. 

Among those characters are Belle Starr's last two husbands, Sam Starr and Jim July 

Starr, both of whom were Cherokee. Some biographers simply note the marriages, others 

seem offended by their interracial character and consequently try to deny that they were 

marriages at all, even though Cherokee tribal records cleariy show that "Mrs. Bell Reed" 

married Sam Starr on June 5, 1880.^2 Folklorist Vance Randolph, writing under the 

pseudonym of William Yancey Shackleford in Belle Starr the Bandit Queen (1943), an 

account that is otherwise quite sympathetic to Belle, illustrates the sort of dismissive 

attitude that runs as an undercurrent in several accounts; There is no documentary evidence 

... that Belle ... was ever married at all until she hooked up with Sam Starr—and that was 

only a Cherokee tribal marriage" (13). Phillip Steele acknowledges that "no official record 

exists of Belle actually manying July, [but] some type of Indian wedding ceremony could 

have been performed. If not, common law marriages were quite acceptable under 

Cherokee law" (65). Some writers use these marriages to cast further aspersions on 

Belle's virtue, crediting her with a long list of additional Indian lovers, including the 
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outlaws Jim French, Jack Spaniard, and especially Blue Duck, with whom she was 

photographed in 1886 (Shirley 195).33 

Those who seem disturbed or offended by Belle's interracial marriages tend to view 

them as convenient arrangements rather than love matches, in contrast to her relationships 

with Jim Reed and, allegedly. Cole Younger. Sam Starr is treated with condescension in 

Fox's Bella Starr, in an episode which is the source of the stories of Belle's alleged 

extramarital afTair with bandit John Middleton: 

The comparison between Middleton and Starr was decidedly unfavorable to the 

latter. Though both were good-looking, the white man had much the advantage, 

besides being able to boast a good education, which was wanting in the Indian. 

(50) 

It appears that to Fox's writer, the white man's race was his advantage, with education 

simply an added factor in his favor. In fact, the real Sam and Belle appear to have had a 

good marriage and partnership. The Fox fiction, however, casts it almost as a mistress-

slave relationship: "Sam Starr loved the Bandit Queen, and looked upon her as a superior 

being" (52). This characterization, with its decidedly racist overtones, hearkens back to the 

historical Belle's strong Confederate sympathies as a member of a slave-holding family, 

and the unsubstantiated stories that she began her outlaw career as a young girl spying for 

Quantrill's' guerrillas. 

For some female readers Belle's Indian marriages may have satisfied certain fantasies 

that had been fed by the Indian captivity narratives, a genre which by the late nineteenth 

century had more or less fallen out of style. In contrast to the prevailing image of the white 

woman captive as victim and martyr. Dawn Lander Gherman argues that at least some of 

the narratives promote a fantasy in which the female reader asks herself "Would I not make 
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a nice squaw?" (vi-viii), a fantasy which might account for some captivity narratives' 

commercial success. If, as Gherman claims, "Victimization and martyrdom are the gone 

and muscle of every statue, picture and word portrait of a frontier woman" (3), then what a 

refreshing change the legendary Belle Starr is. Like the white squaw of fantasy, she 

chooses to establish her identity within and between social and racial categories and in 

doing so fulfills her own individual needs and desires. And while some of her redactors 

condemn her behavior, others celebrate it; several note that even in the wildemess Belle 

maintained high domestic standards. She did, after all, many into and become a member 

of one of the Five Civilized Tribes, and in spite of the isolation of her individual home did 

not live among "wild" Indians, but in an area that was at the time arguably more "civilized" 

than many regions of predominantly white settlement She also allied herself with a 

powerful family, the Starrs; Sam's grandfather and father had been leaders of one of the 

two rival factions that earlier battled for control of the Cherokee nation. Even in rebellion. 

Belle was careful to maintain a certain social status. 

The unsupported idea that Belle herself might have been part Indian appears to have 

made her last two marriages more palatable to some writers. The poem that closes the Fox 

opus claims she "calls herself a Cherokee" (Fox 64), which of course she was legally 

because of her marriage. Aikman says with confidence that "Somewhere in the genteel 

blood of the Shirleys there was more than a dash of Cherokee"; he implies that this is why, 

during the Civil War, she felt no pity "[if] a Yankee civilian was murdered now and then" 

(167). He also seems to suggest that her ancestry could account for her attraction to Sam 

Starr and to life in the Indian Territory. But the most bizarre representation of Belle Starr 

as an Indian comes from Captain Kit Dalton, who in his 1914 memoirs, in a chapter titled 

"Belle Stam The Fearless Indian Outlaw," describes her as a "maroon Amazon"; 
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Belle Starr was the unfortunate combination of a Cherokee squaw and a pale face 

lady of the upper tendum—a savage of the bloodiest type; a lady of tender emotions; 

a finished graduate of Carlisle University and a typical daughter of the plains .... 

A more winning smile never illumined the face of a Madonna; a more cruel human 

being never walked the deck of a pirate ship .... Mo human ever risked life and 

liberty in more perilous ways for friendship's sake than did this phenomenally 

beautiful half savage .... A more fearless human being never went forth to deeds 

of bloody mischief nor washed bloodier hands to dance nimbly over the ivory keys 

of a piano. C143-145) 

The illustration that accompanies this extravagant characterization bears even less 

resemblance to the real Belle Starr than the melodramatic woodcuts scattered throughout 

Fox's Bella Starr. It is, rather, an excellent example of the "uniform caricature...image of 

the Indian 'princess'" that was popular in the early years of the twentieth century^-*: a 

beautiful but distinctly non-Indian young woman complete with braids, beads, feathers, 

and bare shoulders. But more importantly, in a two-page description Dalton's purple prose 

illustrates, albeit in an exaggerated fashion, the way in which the constructed Belle Starr 

represents more than a collection of attributes. In her various characterizations she comes 

to represent a specifically American and specifically female hybridity, a juxtapositioning of 

contradictory characteristics for which she was both celebrated and reviled, a hybridity that 

is, like the expansive landscape Belie Starr inhabited, ultimately liberating.. 

Culturally, geographically, and historically a creature of the frontiers and borderlands, 

she becomes herself a crossroads, as Anzaldiia construes that term. Resisting alienation, 

she insists on the right to move within and between multiple cultures, classes, and genders. 

This makes her a fitting representative of America's chaotic community because. 
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transgressive though she may appear. Belle Starr represents two important qualities: 

possibility and inciusivity. The first has always been an American byword and the second, 

one can hope, may still become one. 
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IV 

MARY HALLOCK FCXDTE AND ANGLE OF REPOSE: 

WALLACE STEGNER'S QUESTIONABLE RESCUE OF 

A VICTORIAN GENTLEWOMAN 

Despite a recent resurgence of interest in her achievements as a writer and illustrator, 

Mary Haliock Foote is best known today as the inspiration for Wallace Stegner's Pulitzer 

Prize-winning 1971 novel. Angle of Repose. To many readers Foote is Susan Burling 

Ward, Stegner's artistically talented but frustrated heroine. The confusion is 

understandable. Stegner's novel is so closely based on Foote's life, and draws so freely 

from her letters and from the memoir she wrote in her old age, actually using several 

passages verbatim, that he has been accused of outright plagiarism and other unethical 

behavior by at least two critics. In a 1982 essay, Mary Ellen Williams Walsh accuses 

Stegner of appropriation and a misrepresentation that amounts to slander, claiming that 

"Stegner's indebtedness to Mary Haliock Foote's art has been underestimated, and...Mary 

Haliock Foote's character and personal life have been wrongly interpreted" (184). In 

1987, in 'The Tyranny of Facts," David Lavender echoes Walsh's charges. Most critics, 

however, if they acknowledge Stegner's indebtedness to Foote at all, ignore the ethical 

questions Walsh and Lavender raise. Instead they simply celebrate, as Charles Wilkinson 

does, "Stegner's rediscovery of the life of Mary Haliock Foote....his own unearthing of 
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lost historical treasure [and| his art of passing on to others the context for their own 

discoveries" (10). 

Stegner did indeed unearth lost historical treasure in the life of Maty Haliock Foote, 

and in Angle of Repose he mines her life to offer readers the experience of a historical West 

far different from that depicted by authors like Owen Wister or Louis L'Amour. The novel 

weaves together two stories: Susan Burling Ward's, which except for one crucial and 

problematic deviation parallels the life of Mary Haliock Foote, and that of the narrator, 

Lyman Ward, Susan's aging, crippled, and embittered grandson. Angle of Repose is 

Stegner's masterpiece and in Lyman Ward he created a remarkably rich, complex, 

thoroughly human, and ultimately humane character. But the novel is not all about Lyman 

and it is not all Stegner's, peppered as it is with blocks of text lifted directly from Foote's 

letters and memoirs. Unfortunately Stegner fails to clearly acknowledge his debt to Foote 

with any sort of introduction, preface, or afterword,' and it is that omission that lends the 

greatest strength to Walsh's and Lavender's accusations. 

The situation is an uncomfortable one for the critic who strives for objectivity. It seems 

at first glance to demand that one either dismiss Foote as no more than the raw clay^ from 

which Stegner fashioned one of his greatest achievements or else condemn Stegner as an 

ingrate, misogynist, and plagiarist Neither of those responses is fair or satisfactory. Mary 

Haliock Foote was indeed an artist whose work, as Walsh observes, "deserves attention 

for its own sake" (208). And Stegner, whatever transgressions he may stand accused of 

with regard to his handling of her life and work, certainly helped to rescue her from the 

obscurity into which she had fallen. But oversimplified judgments, whether of Foote as 

an artist or of Stegner's character, add little to an understanding of how Maiy Haliock 
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Foote chose to represent herself in her own writing or of how that representation was 

reshaped decades later by Wallace Stegner. 

My discussion will focus first on Mary Hallock Foote, her life, and how she 

represented that life, both directly in her reminiscences and in hundreds of letters to her 

closest friend, and indirectly through her use of autobiographical material in her fiction. Of 

that fiction I will focus primarily on the works published during her years in Idaho, since 

Stegner's representation of those years is one of the two focuses of Walsh's accusations. 

Then I will discuss Wallace Stegner's relationship to her work, beginning with his 

rediscovery and celebration of her as an American realist in the 1950s and followed by his 

use of her public and private writings in the composition of Angle of Repose. My purpose 

is not to attack or discredit Stegner but rather to examine the choices he made with regard to 

his use of source material and his attitudes—which seem to have changed over time-toward 

that material and the woman behind it. In the course of that examination, 1 will make 

comparisons of Angle of Repose to some of Stegner's other writing, including The Big 

Rock Candy Mountain (1943) and the Preacher and the Slave (1950). The Big Rock 

Candy Mountain is a fictionalized biography of his own parents who, a few decades after 

Mary Hallock and Arthur Foote, also lived a migratory and financially uncertain life in 

various parts of the West. The Preacher and the Slave is a historical novel about labor 

movement legend Joe Hill. I will also look closely at Stegner's own responses to criticism 

of his uses of Foote's writings, and at his attitude toward the ethical use historical material 

in the writing of fiction. 
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Mary Hallock Foote: Writing Her Own Life in Memoir and Fiction 

Especially since the publication of Angle of Repose critical attention to Mary 

Hallock Foote has focused at least as much on her life as on her work. Her novels are 

difficult to find, often available only on microfilm in university libraries. Some of her 

short stories have been republished in anthologies and collections,^ but it is the story 

she created of her own life, rather than her fiction, that has become the primary object 

of attention. Foote's fiction is so closely linked to her own experience that critics 

invariably end up focusing at least as much on her biography and correspondence as on 

the fiction and travel writing that was published while she was alive. The memoir she 

wrote in her old age, A Victorian Gentlewoman in the Far West, The Reminiscences of 

Mary Hallock Foote, was published in 1972 by the Huntington Library, coinciding 

with the interest that had been aroused by Stegner's novel.-* This volume, which 

publishers rejected during her lifetime,^ now constitutes the only writing of hers that is 

more or less readily accessible to the interested reader. It was Foote's personal writing 

—hundreds of her letters in addition to the Reminiscences--v/Yi\c\i provided the bulk of 

Stegner's source material for Angle of Repose. 

Mary Haviland Hallock was bom November 19, 1847 on a farm near Milton, New 

York, the youngest of the four children of Nathaniel and Ann Buriing Hallock. The 

Quaker Hallocks had little to do with their neighbors in Milton or with the area's larger 

Quaker community. Depicted in the Reminiscences as kind, decent people, the family 

seems to have nonetheless suffered from a sense of moral and intellectual superiority 

that would stay with Mary—despite her own apparently contradictory but equally strong 

feelings of personal and artistic inadequacy—all her life. 
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In 1864, at the age of seventeen, she went to New York City to study at the Cooper 

Institute School of Design for Women. She stayed with relatives who were part of the 

"rich Quaker set of Brooklyn Heights." Through these connections, though she was 

rather shy herself and painfully conscious of her modest origins, Mary enjoyed a lively 

New York social life {Reminiscences 6/6-12). In her Reminiscences she observes that 

"Up to this time women had been the dominant influence in my life"; these women 

included her mother, older sister Bessie, sister-in-law Sarah, and Aunt Sarah, who 

"had been a great intellectual stimulus" (97). It was because of Bessie and Sarah, 

who recognized Mary's abilities and convinced her parents that she should develop 

them, that she was able to go to art school at all (Johnson 18). But it was in New York 

that she met the woman who would become her closest friend, the embodiment of all 

that she both aspired to and felt herself to be unworthy of.<^ Helena De Kay was a 

fellow art student and also a member of New York's social aristocracy . As Rodman 

Paul notes in his introduction to the Reminiscences, "the society giri and the nual 

Quaker came to love one another with a warmth that found embarrassingly naive 

expression in their private correspondence.... This lifelong intimacy flourished despite-

-or perhaps because of—Molly's [as Mary was called by family and friends] unashamed 

conviction that her friend was a being superior to herself" (8). 

The hundreds of letters that passed between "Molly" and Helena, a correspondence 

that went on until Helena's death in 1916, are a focus of Carroll Smith-Rosenberg's 

"The Female Worid of Love and Ritual: Relations between Women in Nineteenth-

Century America," first published in Signs in 1975. Smith-Rosenberg uses the letters 

to illustrate the close emotional relationships that developed between women in a worid 

divided into distinctly male and female spheres,"a worid built around a generic and 



168 

unseif-conscious pattern of single-sex or homosocial networks....[in which) devotion 

to and love of other women became a plausible and socially accepted form of human 

interaction" (60). The intensely romantic tone of many of the letters led Smith-

Rosenberg to observe that "Certainly Molly and Helena were lovers-«motionally if not 

physically" (58). "I love [youj as wives love their husbands, as friends who have 

taken each other for life—and believe in [you| as I believe in my God," Maiy wrote to 

Helena during the crisis-ridden period when both young women were developing 

relationships with the men they would eventually marry (qtd. In Smith-Rosenberg 58). 

As friends, the two young women had indeed "taken each other for life"; their 

relationship would remain strong and constant in spite of the years and miles that would 

separate them. In 1874 Helena married Richard Watson Gilder, and in 1876 Mary 

married Arthur De \\ilnt Foote, a mining engineer whose work took him across the 

continent to the quicksilver mines of New Almaden, California, south of San 

Francisco. By the time Mary followed him West, she had been working as a 

professional illustrator for several years; now she began to draw the places and people 

that were part of her new life and to write about them in letters to Helena and Richard. 

The Gilders' letters helped her to maintain a sense of cormection with the east coast 

world of arts and letters that she loved. Richard Gilder, as editor of Scribner's 

Monthly and, from 1881, Century Magazine, also became Mary's mentor and editor, 

encouraging her to write about the exotic new environments she found herself in when 

she followed Arthur west. Gilder read and revised her manuscripts, got her contracts 

for her illustrations, and published both in his magazines. 

Mary Hallock Foote remained dependent on the Gilders despite the vast distances 

between them, relying on Richard professionally and on Helena emotionally. Arthur 
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was a brilliant engineer, but his unwillingness to compromise his integrity and his 

inability to promote his own interests did not serve him well in the rough-and-tumble 

business economy of the West. Melody Graulich describes him as "a classic Western 

type, an idealistic dreamer who had no luck with money; he created mining machinery, 

cements, and irrigation plans that made other men rich" (45). Although it hurt his pride, 

the income from his wife's illustrations and writing would often become necessary to 

keep the family afloat financially. 

It is clear from her letters that Mary relied upon Helena for emotional support. She 

seems to have been describing her own experience when she wrote in The Last 

Assembly Ball: 

When an Eastern woman goes West, she parts at one wrench with family, 

clan, traditions, clique, cult, and all that has hitherto enabled her to merge her 

outlines—the support, the explanation, the excuse, should she need one, for her 

personality. (39) 

Mary did not make friends in her new surroundings. Naturally shy, she was also 

acutely conscious of class differences which she was unable or unwilling to overlook 

for the sake of companionship. In San Francisco James D. Hague, Arthur's brother-

in-law, was at the center of a considerable group of "professional exiles," engineers or 

other "young easterners of comparable educational and social background...who came 

west as managers of investments, especially in mines, or simply as restless young men 

out for adventure and advancement before settling down" (Paul 13). Mary enjoyed 

spending time in San Francisco with James and Mary Hague and their circle, but her 

visits there were few and short Most of the time she felt isolated and alienated from her 

neighbors, the Cornish miners and Mexican laborers and their families, people whom 
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she found colorful and exotic as subjects for her drawings but unthinkable as 

companions. Arthur was often away from home, or otherwise preoccupied with work 

or the lack of it. Mary's work and her correspondence with Helena became her chief 

emotional outlets. 

In 1877 the Footes' first child, Arthur Burling, was bom and Mary completed two 

important illustrating assignments, for Longfellow's The Skeleton in Armor and 

Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter. That same year Arthur left his position at the New 

Almaden mine and while he was in the field doing free-lance engineering Mary and the 

baby lived in a boarding house in Santa Cruz. While she does not explain exactly why 

Arthur left New Almaden—a tendency toward euphemism and over-polite vagueness is 

probably the Reminiscences' g^lesx. flaw—his wife makes it clear that ethical 

considerations lay at the heart of his decision. She quotes a Cornish miner's parting 

comment: '"I know why you're quittin' us .... A poor man is the same to you as a 

rich 'un and that don't go around here'" (Reminiscences 138). 

By 1878 Arthur no longer had a steady job, so Maiy returned with the baby to her 

parents' farm at Milton; in February of that year her first published prose appeared in 

Scribner's Monthly. It was a travel sketch about New Almaden which she also 

illustrated; a similar piece about Santa Cruz appeared in the August issue. She would 

continue to write travel sketches throughout her career. It was a genre which came 

naturally to her, since in the more than fifty years she spent in the West, she never felt 

truly at home there. She seemed to somehow hold herself apart from every place she 

lived or visited, a position that is especially clear in her letters to Helena. The voice in 

her prose is invariably that of the observant outsider, evaluating her surroundings not 

on their own terms but by elevated and alien eastern standards. Although she 
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appreciated and often romanticized western landscapes, she was also highly critical of 

what she saw as the West's lack of culture, and the attitudes she expressed toward the 

people she met there (aside from other "professional exiles" like Arthur and herself) 

tended to be condescending or exoticizing at best In the Reminiscences, for example, 

she writes of "God's smelly poor" and "those poor people of the sun whom nobody 

seemed to be able to help"; "I might have lived a long life ... and never heard so much 

and such primitive gossip as came to my ears in one season in New Almaden" (128-

132). 

Foote's rather fondly amused condescension toward those of other social classes 

and races continues in her accounts of the two summers she spent with Arthur in the 

Rocky Mountains at Leadville, Colorado, where he had again found work as a mining 

engineer. The Footes lived uphill from the town itself and Mary had almost no contact 

with anyone other than Arthur's professional associates and occasional visitors like the 

author Helen Hunt Jackson and her husband William S. Jackson, a Colorado financier, 

promoter, and railroad man (Reminiscences 179-80). As they had done in New 

Almaden, the Footes considered themselves to be "in the camp of labor, yet not of it" 

{Reminiscences 125). In describing her experience of Leadville, Foote first makes use 

of the phrase that defines the way she saw her relationship with her husband and her 

position relative to the rest of society: she writes of herself as "the protected woman" 

{Reminiscences 185), protected equally from the roughness of the community and the 

roughness of the weather. 

In Leadville Arthur, by now the manager of the Adelaide Consolidated Silver Mining 

Company, had to deal first with a strike and then with a boundary dispute with another 

mining company, a dispute which ultimately led to armed confrontation between the two 
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factions in the underground tunnels. Those events and the general drama of life in the 

rough and tumble mining camp provided the material for her first novel, a love story set 

against the background of violent conflict over mining rights. The Led-Horse Claim 

(1882). She would revisit that territory in her second novel, John Bodewin's Testimony 

(1886). 

As much as they enjoyed their time there, the Footes were not to make a permanent 

home in the high, thin air of Leadville. (During her visit Helen Hunt Jackson had 

discouraged such dreams, observing that "the place was too unnatural. Grass would not 

grow there and cats could not live" [Reminiscences 119].) The problems at the mine 

relieved them of that decision. The standoff between the two mining companies lasted all 

summer, paralyzing operations, and the eastern owners of the Adelaide ordered their mine 

to be shut down. Arthur was once again unemployed (Johnson 44). 

This time Helena's brother, Drake De Kay, came to the rescue with a job offer. In 

1881 Mary Hallock Foote accompanied her husband on a four-month business trip to 

Mexico, where he was to report on the prospects of some mines in Michoacdn. Enchanted 

by what she called "the land of living drama," she wrote a series of travel sketches for 

Richard Gilder and entertained fantasies of living in Mexico in luxury as a mine manager's 

wife. But Arthur's assessment of the mines was not encouraging and they returned to the 

United States. As she had done before when Arthur was between jobs or pursuing field 

engineering, Mary took their son back to Milton, where their daughter Elizabeth (Betty) 

was bom in 1882. 

Janet Floyd, in "Mining the West Bret Haite and Mary Hallock Foote" (1999), 

attempts to present Foote as thoroughly professional, implying that her retreats to the East 

were the results of cool-headed decisions to return home to recharge her artistic batteries: 
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. . .  i n  h e r  e a r l y  y e a r s  a s  a n  i l l u s t r a t o r ,  s h e  m o v e d  b a c k w a r d s  a n d  f o r w a r d s ,  i n  

and out of the high cultural milieu of New York.... When she wrote her mining 

fictions, Foote continued to operate in a similar way, moving between 

involvement in the social and professional world of the West and "retreat" to 

her early home. (207) 

In fact, Foote had no involvement in the "social world of the West." Her professional 

involvement, in business terms, was all in the East, with the Gilders, but her professional 

productivity quickly became linked to her residence in the West While she cherished those 

extended visits home and the opportunity to spend time with her family and with Helena 

and Richard Gilder, she made her trips not for artistic or professional reasons but out of 

practical necessity. After Santa Cruz, Arthur went out to the mines of Deadwood, South 

Dakota where "there was work enough there, but that was not a trip for a wife and baby" 

{Reminiscences 149). Similarly, the winters in Leadville were too bitter, at least from the 

Footes' genteel Victorian perspective, for a woman and a small child whose health was 

delicate. Back home in Milton, Foote had the time she needed to write, knowing that she 

and her child were safe and that their material needs would be met Certainly Foote was 

artistically productive when she returned to the calm and security of Milton, but the work 

she did there—most notably the writing of her first novel—was grounded in her Western 

experience. Royd seems anxious to deflect the notion that Foote wrote primarily for 

'Unancial rewards," apparently concerned that acknowledging-as Foote herself does in 

letters to Helena and in the Reminiscences—\haX. she often did exactly that, might lead to a 

comparison of her writing with "formulaic hackwork" (206). But a large part of Foote's 

artistic achievement consists of the fact that while she often employed a "formulaic" 

romance plot, while her heroes are chivalrous and her heroines beautiful and for the most 
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part well-bred, and while she satisfied the desires of Eastern readers for tales set in the wild 

and exotic West, she also transcends the requirements and expectations of her genre and 

audience. 

In Foote's stories there is a skepticism, a small anti-romantic nugget, generally in the 

hearts of her heroines, that works against fantasies of happily-ever-after as a pebble—a tiny 

pebble that can't quite be shaken out of one's shoe-works against walking comfortably. 

In the Reminiscences, for example, she comments about The Led-Horse Claim, the ending 

of which she rewrote at Richard Gilder's insistence: "I always knew it should have been a 

tragedy, as far as the 'love interest' was concerned" (262). In that novel the conflict is 

between the superintendents and crews of two adjacent mines in a location clearly based on 

Leadville. One superintendent is the hero, Hilgard; the other is the genteel, Eastem-bred 

heroine's brother, Conrath, who has been deliberately mining a rich vein of ore that is 

actually part of the neighboring claim. Conrath is killed during an armed confrontation 

between the two camps in the underground tunnels, a confrontation obviously modeled on 

Arthur's experience in Leadville. Because of Hilgard's part in her brother's death, the 

heroine, Cecil, breaks off her relationship with him and returns to the East. The first draft 

of the novel ended as Foote believed "it would have ended; the young pair would, in the 

order of things as they were, never have seen each other again. But my publisher wouldn't 

hear of that! I had to make a happy ending."^ 

In the published revision, through a series of strained coincidences the lovers are 

reunited, Cecil's reservations are overcome, and the two are married, although the wedding 

is hardly a joyous occasion. The only family members in attendance are the bridegroom's 

two young brothers and the bride's aunt and grandmother 
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[Cecil's father] did not lend his countenance to the proceedings, in any sense of 

the word, and it remained for the grandmother to give away the bride. It was 

with a stem reluctance in her heart that she fulfilled this duty of relationship. 

The two women who represented the family of the bride, wore their dull, black 

mourning robes, but Cecil, with pathetic magnanimity, had put on a gown as 

white as the happiest omens might have called for.... Cecil, very white about 

the lips and dark about the eyes, sat buttoning her gloves and trying to listen to 

the clergyman's voice, prosing gently through the unhappy silence. (267-68) 

Foote provides and at the same time subverts the happy ending her editor demands; there is 

a wedding, with a beautiful bride in a white gown, but the day is rainy, the guests are either 

silent or weeping, and the bridal pair depart not in a shower of rice and good wishes but 

through drizzling rain, "down the empty, dripping vista of trees" (The Led-Horse Claim 

269). The bleakness of the novel's resolution is further emphasized with its final image, 

which is not of the romantic couple at all, who have been swallowed up again by the West, 

but of Conrath's grave. Only in death does he return to the East. 

Those critics who claim that Foote's heart and loyalties remained always in the East and 

that she never stopped wanting to return there^ would do well to look closely at the end of 

this first novel, written after only a few years of western experience. The contrast between 

East and West is implicit in the last two chapters, which describe the wedding, events at the 

mines since the confrontation in which Conrath was killed, and his final burial beside his 

mother's grave. The West is represented as a region of healthy growth by images such as 

the "young pines in the gulch ... which... now united the two properties." The 

marriage of Cecil's former maid to an ex-timberman promoted to night foreman symbolizes 

progress and the achievement of stability: 'The stormy beginning of days was over; the 
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illegitimate forces were under control" (275-76). The East, on the other hand, although a 

place of peace and rest (Cecil's home town is even named Little Rest), is also a place of 

enervation and death, populated by old women in mourning and youngsters who, like her 

hero's adolescent brothers, will leave as soon as they can. When other young people 

return to the East, they soon leave again, like Cecil and Hilgard. Only when they are dead, 

like Conrath, do they remain. 

Mary Hallock Foote did not remain in the East, either. In 1884 she and the children 

returned to the West, to Boise, Idaho, where Arthur had begun work on an irrigation 

system that would prove to be both his most ambitious undertaking and his greatest failure. 

His design was brilliant, but the 1884 depression and subsequent instability of the national 

economy meant that the irrigation company's backing was never secure. During times 

when Arthur received no salary and could not pay his employees, Mary's writing and 

illustrations provided the family's only income. The twelve-year Idaho period forms the 

core of Foote's Reminiscences-, her recounting of it occupies more than one-third of the 

text. It takes up roughly the same amount of space in Angle of Repose, and it is in Idaho 

where the tragic climax of the novel occurs. It is also the place where Stegner exercises the 

most artistic license and where his representation of the fictional Susan Burling Ward 

departs most dramatically from the facts of Mary Hallock Foote's life, as I will explain later 

in my discussion of that novel. 

Foote fell in love with the Idaho landscape; her "Pictures of the Far West" are among 

her very best illustrations and she drew considerable literary inspiration from her dramatic 

and varied surroundings. While in Idaho, in addition to completing numerous 

commissioned illustrations, Foote completed and published four novels; John Bodewin's 

Testimony (1886), The Chosen Valley (1892), The Last Assembly Ball (1889), and Coeur 
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d'Alene (1894). All but Coeur d'Alene, an anti-union polemic inspired by the violent 

events of a mining strike in noithem Idaho, contain strong autobiographical elements. She 

also published two collections of short stories during that period; In Exile, and Other 

Stories (IS94) and The Cup of Trembling, and Other Stories (1895). 

John Bodewin's Testimony, her second novel, another Leadville-based mining 

romance centered on a dispute over mine ownership, is a much surer, better-crafted, 

altogether more engaging novel than The Led-Horse Claim. The Last Assembly Ball 

(1889) has a rather thin and melodramatic romance plot, centering on the tragic 

consequences of a woman's misrepresentation of her social and marital status. It is most 

interesting for its accurate representation of Leadville life and of the popular intellectual 

framework which placed the West beneath the East in the process of social evolution. In 

this novel Foote writes: .. the West has a future, socially, of enormous promise. It has 

all the elements of greamess, when it shall have passed the period of uncouth strivings, and 

that later stage of material satisfaction which is the sequel to the age of force" (7). 

Certainly Foote herself had little patience with "uncouth strivings," and the class-

consciousness she exhibits in her novels and in her reminiscences indicates that she 

preferred relative social isolation—in the West-to acquaintances whom she felt were 

beneath her. In Boise, as Rodman Paul writes, "She found no reason to live in the town or 

to cultivate its society or to educate her children in the new public school of which the local 

citizens were so proud" (25), and she wrote disparagingly to James Hague of "the 

commoness [sic] of Boise, to say nothing of its bad drainage" (qtd. in Paul 25). She wrote 

to Helena from Boise on June 15, 1884; "We continue to have calls from all sorts and 

conditions of women—I have returned a few, making a great effort for the sake of not being 

thought conspicuously rude—But I can never keep it up." Measuring social life in Boise 
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against what she had known in New York, she observed condescendingly in a later letter 

"I never saw such people for entertaining, in their way—we do not mean the Onderdonks or 

the Governors when we speak of the people. Both those evenings were very nice, but the 

enthusiasm of the Boiseites for society passes anything I have seen" (MHF to HDG, 10 

Oct. 1884). Apparently there were a few people in Idaho whose company she found 

acceptable, but she really preferred to focus on her family and her work. For female 

companionship she relied primarily on her sister Bessie, who with her husband John and 

their children had joined the Footes in Idaho, investing their life savings and John's labor 

in the irrigation project. A young woman named Nelly Linton, a close family friend, also 

came West for the adventure; she lived with the Footes and served as governess to their 

three children (the Footes' much-loved second daughter, Agnes, was bom in 1886). And 

of course there was Mary Hallock Foote's correspondence with Helena, who was not only 

her dearest friend but also the source of her continuing connection with the eastem literary 

and publishing establishment 

Particularly in the stories she wrote while in Idaho, Foote struggles to reconcile her 

celebration of the West, in terms of the opportunities it offered and its relatively 

uncorrupted landscape, with a less charitable critique of what she viewed as the vulgarity 

and social inferiority of the majority of its inhabitants. Foote also anticipates Frederick 

Jackson Turner's discussion of the frontier as "a field for comparative study of social 

development" (33). In 'The Significance of the Frontier in American Histoiy" (1893) 

Turner quotes from Peck's New Guide to the West (1837) regarding the "waves" of 

settlement that move West, one after another first the uncouth "pioneer" who occupies the 

land as a squatter, supporting himself and his family by hunting and "a rude garden"; then 

the more civilized farmers and others who "purchase the lands ... and exhibit the pictive 
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and forms of plain, frugal, civilized life"; and finally "the men of capital and enterprise" 

(42) with whom Foote aligns herself. It is an uneasy alignment, however. The heroes and 

heroines of Foote's first novels and of many of her shorter works are not actually "the men 

of capital and enterprise" but rather their hard-working representatives who make up, as 

she wrote to Helena, "a class of Americans not yet classified—strangers in their native land, 

exiles under their own flag" (MHF to HDG, April 10, 1887). Arthur De Wint Foote 

epitomized this "unclassified class" of engineers, surveyors, and other professionals who 

advanced and protected the interests of "the men of capital and enterprise" but whose own 

interests were unprotected from the vagaries of business and financial fluctuations. For a 

woman who craved a permanent home and security, the essential instability of such a life 

was difficult at best. Mary Hallock Foote coped with it, at least partly, by writing about 

that life in her Action, where she could work out imaginative resolutions to the stresses and 

problems that plagued her. 

Although she disparaged her own talent, referring to her stories as "potboilers" 

(Graulich 45 ), her work was well-received by readers. Easterners saw in her writing not 

the wild-and-wooly territory depicted in sensational dime novels, but a West that was being 

made fruitful and productive by engineers and other professionals like Arthur. Women and 

children also figure importantly in Foote's plots, which are often fairly standard love 

stories made memorable by the quality of her writing, the depth of feeling expressed in 

many of them, her descriptions of landscapes and other settings, and her attention to detail, 

especially the details of her engineer-heroes' profession. Her readers included not only 

easterners curious about the exotic West, but also miners and engineers who wrote to her 

from "mines and railroad camps on the far-flung lines of work ... from Honduras to 

Manitoba" to express their appreciation, as she recounts in the Reminiscences: 
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The men of all trades have been heroes of fiction ... but the Sons of Martha^ 

seldom saw themselves in print in any aspect not connected with the paycheck or the 

announcement that the work didn't need them or had shut down. Here they were 

making love and winning at it.... They took these stories with a delightful 

seriousness, not bothering about my technique but jealous for their own. They 

watched every term I used ... when I undertook to speak the language of the 

sacred profession. These letters would be signed sometimes by a group of names 

from the "Old Man" to the "Kid".... would I please tell them how I came to know 

these things which the eye of woman hath not seen? I answered delightedly and 

told them that I had married one of their lot and knew them, in their remotest hiding 

places, but my technique was all borrowed, and I washed my hands of any mistakes 

they might find. (305-6) 

It was that scrupulous attention to detail that would initially attract Wallace Stegner to her 

work. 

By 1889 Arthur's irrigation project appeared to have failed completely due to lack of 

financial backing. Worse yet, he had developed a serious drinking problem. Letters Mary 

wrote in 1887 and 1888 mention his recurrent illnesses, sometimes colds, sometimes 

attacks of malaria, as an ongoing theme. It appears that these were her Urst interpretations 

of his developing alcoholism and she continued in future years to refer to his drinking in 

deliberately vague terms of illness and health. On April 7,1889, she wrote to Helena of a 

planned vacation to Victoria, British Columbia with the children, a vacation which was 

actually a trial separation: "... you mustn't mind my silence nor be worried .... Arthur 

.... is very well now. I had a time of great anxiety about him, which was quite 

demoralizing - but that is over." Still, she felt a need to escape, though she shared her real 
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reason only with Helena, writing to her from Victoria that "Everyone who cares at all what 

I do thinks it queer my coming here" (May 26, 1889). In a letter to her mother, she 

maintained the fiction of Arthur's illness while tacitly acknowledging the lifelong battle he 

faced as an alcoholic: "Malaria or biliousness—it is the same thing with him, and he will 

probably never be altogether free from it" (June 9, 1889). 

In the Reminiscences she implies that her time in Victoria was an escape from the 

tension caused by the Footes' financial difficulties, which had forced them to move from 

the company-owned house they loved in the Boise River canyon to Boise, where Mary's 

sister Bessie took them in. She does not mention Arthur's drinking at all, but after 

describing the dispersal of their employees she writes obliquely: "For me, since I could not 

'march with my beaten man,' I preferred to march alone somewhere down to the sea level 

and have my children to myself for a little while" (309). 

Although she glosses over Arthur's alcoholism in the Reminiscences. Mary's letters to 

Helena, even couched in Victorian euphemism, reveal the depth of the problem, and of her 

despair. Having decided that she was "irrevocably committed to the part of an anxious 

wife,"' 0 she returned to Idaho and to Arthur, who was now employed by the U. S. 

Geological Survey. On August 8, 1889, she wrote to Helena: 

1 think it very likely that I need the discipline of a constant dread - which I have 

.... It is no use not speaking—It is only hiding my head in the sand. There was a 

relapse this summer while I was away .... This time...the consequences, and the 

risks of worse, were so bad that the patient-he is a sick man—was thoroughly 

frightened. I suppose a little more and he would have been dismissed from his 

position on the Survey—There you have it dear, but of course it is for you and 

Richard alone. It is the first time, the only time, I have ever put anything of this 
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into writing. [It was, at least, the first time she had discussed it so directly.) The 

terrible part is the moral pait~I have to meet him, pretending I do not know of this; 

I have to pretend that I believe what he says of himself is the truth .... 

. . .  I  a m  t h a n k f u l  I  w a s  n o t  h e r e  d u r i n g  t h e  b a d  t i m e .  W h e n  t h e y  c o m e ,  t h e y  

simply make me sick—and my being here w'd [sic] have made no difference .... 

He has escaped, by a miracle of loyalty and capacity on the part of his subordinates 

--but in A's position, he has now a fearful risk .... 

. . .  F r o m  t h i s  t i m e  o n  I  s h a l l  k e e p  m y  s e p a r a t e  [ b a n k ]  a c c o u n t  I t  i s  t h e  o n l y  

safe thing to do .... We could be so comfortable [she first wrote "happy" but 

crossed it out] were it not for this blight.... 

But we are a family without a future ... all life seems mutilation and defeat. 

After all the years of waiting and making do, of telling herself (and Helena) that 

Arthur's success was just around the comer and that her own contributions to the family 

finances were only necessary to tide them over temporary difficulties, Mary Hallock Foote 

had fmally accepted the reality that she was mairied to a brilliant but impractical dreamer 

who was incapable of providing her with the kind of stability she had dreamed of. Out of a 

sense of loyalty and the consciousness that as a Victorian gentlewoman she had few, if 

any, other options, she stayed with him, but she exercised what options she had by 

pursuing her artistic career to provide much-needed income. She also took practical steps, 

such as maintaining a separate bank account, to provide her family with some base of 

financial security. 

Did she also stay with Arthur out of love? Impossible questions of love and 

forgiveness lie at the heart of Stegner's fictional representation of the Footes' relationship, 

and are hinted at in Maiy's letters. Her fictions, especially the dark romances of the Idaho 
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years, seem almost embarrassingly revealing to readers who know something of her life. 

Certainly from the beginning the Footes' was a complicated love, especially on Mary's 

part. As Rodman Paul notes, she was "[ajlways fiercely defensive about Arthur" 

(Reminiscenses 173), and her granddaughter remembers her grandparents as "full of 

affection for each other."' i Her letters and the Reminiscences indicate that despite their 

trials her essential feelings for him did not diminish, but in neither does she describe their 

courtship or their marriage in particularly romantic terms. The plots of several of her 

stories seem to echo the Footes' own experience of what critic Lee Ann Johnson calls 

"marriage by default" (34). While I agree with Johnson's general assessment, I would 

argue that romantic love plays a larger role in these stories than she acknowledges, just as it 

seems to have done in the relationship between Arthur and Mary Hallock Foote, whose 

Victorian reticence in describing such emotions is quite evident in the Reminiscences. 

The theme of marriage by default is particulariy characteristic of some Foote's eariier 

fiction, such as The Led-Horse Claim and John Bodewin's Testimony. In these stories the 

hero and heroine, both bora and bred in the East but living in the West, both attractive and 

educated, seem well-suited to one another were it not for obstacles or complications that 

keep them apart That obstacle might take the form of a previous commitment, personal or 

professional, or divided loyalties. In John Bodewin's Testimony, the eponymous hero 

must choose between testifying in court about the validity of a mining claim and keeping 

silent because he owes the opposing party (whose claim is based on theft and fraud) a debt 

of honor. Although he initially refuses to testify on behalf of the rightful owner, his 

conscience and his love of the owner's daughter finally spur him to do the right thing, at 

great risk to himself and others. In Johnson's view, when the hero and heroine marry in 

such stories it often seems to be because, for various reasons, they have no other options 
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left. 1 disagree. I believe that the element of "default" functions more as a way of placing 

the hero and heroine in situations in which it finally becomes possible for them to overcome 

or disregard the obstacles that threaten to separate them, as the Footes did throughout their 

marriage. 

Autobiographical elements are readily apparent in these stories. Previous commitments 

and divided loyalties included Maiy Hallock Foote's devotion to her life in the East and her 

attachments to her family, to the eastern artistic establishment, and to Helena. She wrote in 

the Reminiscences, "No girl ever wanted less to 'go West' with any man, or paid a man a 

greater compliment by doing so" (114), acknowledging the painful distance she put 

between herself and people she loved, for his sake. The questions of integrity that beset 

these characters also bear obvious resemblances to the kinds of ethical dilemmas in which 

Arthur frequently found himself. His repeated and unbending refusals to compromise his 

integrity were, according to his wife, the reason he repeatedly failed to achieve financial 

success and security for his family. 

After the failure of the irrigation project, Arthur's survey work took him as far away as 

the Grand Teton mountains, hunting for reservoir sites. However, by June 1890 new 

financing had been found for his original project, Idaho was in the throes of an irrigation 

boom, and Arthur was back overseeing the development of the canal. But the promised 

funds did not materialize and the project shut down again. A national depression in 1893 

only exacerbated the difficulties of what Mary called "the year of our private ruin," as the 

U.S. Congress refused to appropriate funds for the irrigation survey Arthur had continued 

to work on {Reminiscences 328-30). Arthur was now doubly unemployed and deeply in 

debt. 
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For the next couple of years Arthur did survey and engineering work throughout 

California and into Baja California, while his family stayed in Boise and Mary wrote 

steadily in her third-floor bedroom at Bessie's house. In 1895 she published The Cup of 

Trembling, and Other Stories, a collection of short stories in which each heroine somehow 

"transgress[es| the bounds of propriety, losing her lover's affections and paying with her 

life" (Johnson 93). That payment is metaphorical only in the first story of the collection; in 

the others the heroines quite literally escape their unhappiness or feelings of guilt through 

death. In the title story the heroine, Esmde, becomes disenchanted with her marriage and 

runs away with a miner named Jack to a remote mountain cabin in the dead of winter. 

While she is alone at the cabin. Jack's brother knocks at the door but Esmde, who knows 

nothing of him or his expected arrival, is afraid to let him in and he dies of exposure. Her 

lover returns, flnds the body, and leaves her alone again while he goes to find help to take 

his brother to town. A neighbor stops by to warn her of the danger of an impending 

avalanche, but wracked with guilt over her two sins—adultery and responsibility for Jack's 

brother's death—Esmde insists on maintaining her vigil by the corpse. She dies when the 

cabin is buried under a torrent of snow. 

Lee Ann Johnson observes that "these dark romances indulge the desires of their author 

by providing the necessary escapes, for they are a grim working out of her fears and 

fantasies" (97). Certainly Foote's letters and the Reminiscences indicate that at various 

times she felt lost and alone in an inhospitable landscape, like Rose in "Maverick," who 

rushes to certain death in the stony and pathless lava fields of eastern Idaho, fleeing the 

emptiness of her isolated life and the attentions of a man she cannot love. Foote admits in 

her letters to Helena that the family's uncertain finances sometimes left her feeling almost 

reduced to beggary, like Meta, the halfbreed heroine of The Trumpeter." And like 
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Esmee, she seems to have often felt buried alive, not so much by guilt as by financial 

pressures, her own personal and professional obligations, and her worries over Arthur's 

drinking and his professional future. "In her stories death served as a restorative, as an 

escape," writes Johnson (97). With her strict sense of obligation and propriety, and her 

undeniable devotion to her family, it was an escape Foote could never seriously consider as 

a possibility for herself, but she could grant it to her trapped heroines. 

One story in particular may express Foote's feelings of frustration and resignation. 

'The Fate of a Voice" was published in the same volume as The Last Assembly Ball in 

1889. This novella revolves around the dilemma faced by Madeline Hendrie, who has 

gone West to visit her older sister, an engineer's wife. Madeline has been gifted with a 

truly magnificent singing voice; she plans to leave soon to study voice in Munich before 

embarking on a concert career. It is the story of the gifted woman artist and the choice 

society, at least at that time, demanded she make between her art or love and marriage, and 

it was written during a difficult period when Foote was pondering the fate of her own 

marriage. That same story would be taken up later, and told at greater length and with a 

different resolution by Willa Gather in The Song of the Lark and Mary Austin in A Woman 

of Genius. Madeline's difficulty is that she has fallen in love with Aldis, a young engineer 

who wants her to marry him and abandon her dreams of a career. While watching the 

sunset from the canyon wall, Aldis argues with her about her decision to go on with her 

plans, implying that her choice is selfish and unwomanly. She sings one beautiful note, 

which echoes in the canyon: 

'There," she said, "are the two me's, the real me and what you would make of me 

—the ghost of a voice-an echo of other voices fn)m the world I belonged to once, 

calling in the wild places where you would have me buried alive".... 
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[Aldis responds) "I could listen for ten thousand." (226-27) 

As their argument progresses, Aldis plays on the altruism he supposes to be an inherent 

feminine trait: 

.. to a generous woman who believes in the regenerating influence of her art, I 

should think there would be singular pleasure in giving it away to those who are cut 

off from all such joys. I know there are singers who boast of their thousand-dollar-

a-night voices; I would rather boast that mine was the one free voice that could not 

be bought." 

Madeline counters; 

'There are no such vagrant, prodigal voices. A beautiful, trained voice....needs 

the stimulus of refined appreciation. It needs the inspiration of other voices and the 

spur of intelligent criticism My standard would come down to the level of my 

audiences—the cowboys and the children in bed-quilts." (230) 

She accuses him of asking her to give up everything. He does not deny it, but asks "is 

there any virtue in a woman that becomes her better?" (232). Then she stumbles, and as he 

reaches to save her he plunges over the precipice. Thinking he is dead, Madeline makes 

her way back to camp alone; the trauma and her guilt have caused her to lose her voice. 

But Aldis is alive and he finally convinces her to marry him, even defective and voiceless 

as she now is; he obviously loves her even more for being wounded. As for Madeline, "It 

was a luxury to yield, after all" (248). 

Madeline goes back to New York for the winter, where she regains her voice. She has 

a concert scheduled two days before Aldis is to arrive. He gets there early and goes to hear 

her. Ashamed, in the face of her triumph, of what he has asked her to sacrifice, he leaves 
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for the railroad station after sending her a letter "I love you and must give you back to the 

fate that claims you. You were never mine except by default" (267). 

But Madeline gets to the station in time for a joyful reunion, and she gives up her career 

and goes West with him. Foote ends the story as the genre demands, by celebrating the 

womanly virtue of self-sacrifice and the idea that, away from the acclaim and the concert 

halls, Madeline may indeed have found a worthier audience: 

Somewhere in that vague and rapidly lessening region known as the frontier, 

there  disappeared,  a  few years  ago,  a  woman's  voice . . . .  

Lost it may be to the history of famous voices, but... the soul of music, 

wherever it is purely uttered, will find its listeners; though it be a voice singing in 

the wilderness, in the dawn of the day of art and beauty which is coming to a new 

country and a new people. (274-75) 

Mary Hallock Foote's own voice was not lost, of course; she had by then established 

audiences in both the East and the West In addition, the implied optimism of these final 

lines, which characterize Madeline's listeners as a worthy audience after all, seem to be at 

odds with Foote's often superior attitude toward Westerners in general, at least in her 

writings up to and through the Idaho period. Her letters to Helena reveal that she often 

perceived her voice as lost, or at best compromised. She wrote: 'There is no art for a 

woman who marries—she may use her gift if she has one, as a [illegible] uses her needle, 

or her broom—but she must be content to see the soul of it wither and the light of it go out" 

(MHF to HDG, 6 March 1887). She had come to consider her work to be not art, but 

"only an industry," perhaps like Madeline's singing to "cowboys and the children in bed-

quilts": commendable enough in its own small way, but not particularly noteworthy in 

comparison with the real art that was appreciated in more cultured locations. 
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This was the last story Foote wrote that explores the conflict between marriage and art, 

the only one that places that conflict against the backdrop of the West Barbara Milowsid 

notes that "Foote offers no middle ground in 'The Fate of a Voice': it is either marriage or 

art" (72-73). She certainly offers her heroine no compromise, no accommodation. Foote 

herself found that middle ground, out of painful necessity, but it was not always a 

comfortable place to be, especially during the first two decades of her marriage. 

The life Mary Hallock Foote lived in the West was not the one she had grown up to 

expect. Most of the rules she had lived by in the East, in her sheltered home at Milton and 

later among the social and artistic elite of New York, did not apply. She often felt 

disappointed and knew that Arthur did too, as his hopes repeatedly failed to materialize. 

Nevertheless, he continued to work at a profession he loved, in effect trading the security 

his wife craved for the joy of the work and the dream that someday it would pay off. She 

might have been speaking of Arthur's changeable moods and the tensions between them 

when she had Esmde, in "The Cup of Trembling," reflect: "He is not my tender, remorseful 

lover now, dreading for me, every day, what his happiness must cost me. He is counting 

what I have cost him in other possessions which he might have had if he had not paid too 

great a price for this one" (190). But even in what often seemed to her an alien and lawless 

environment, even though she sometimes seemed to regret having come West with Arthur, 

Foote fulfilled her part of the marital bargain. She followed the rules as well as she could, 

believing, like the repentant and fatalistic Esmde waiting alone in the snowstorm: "It is my 

watch.... I must keep it" (193). 

Security and stability finally found the Footes in 1895 when Mary and the children 

moved to Grass Valley, California, where Arthur had accepted a position as superintendent 

of the North Star Mines. The children went off to school, though Agnes, the youngest. 
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returned to the family home. North Star Cottage, between terms. Maiy continued to write, 

publishing two more collections of short stories. The Utile Fig Tree Stories and A Touch 

of Sun and Other Stories, and two novels. The Prodigal and The Desert and the Sown, 

between 1895 and 1903. The Prodigal (1900) draws its name and much of its plot from 

the biblical parable of the prodigal son; in it the hero finds his salvation in the West, which 

Johnson cites as "evidence of Foote's growing acceptance of the West on its terms" (117). 

That acceptance must have been easier now that she had a permanent home and financial 

security and Arthur had brought his drinking under control. 

The Desert and the Sown (1902) is Foote's first wholly realistic work and the last one 

to draw on her Idaho experiences. Because it departs from her previous romance focus, it 

became her first novel ever rejected for serial publication. When it appeared as a book, 

however, the reviews were largely favorable. It is tempting to read this novel not only as a 

departure from romance but as a softening of the author's sometimes rigid social attitudes, 

since in it she both celebrates the West and shows, through her young hero and his father, 

an increasing sympathy for and appreciation of the common man. 

Buoyed by her recent success, Foote was begituing another novel when tragedy 

struck. Seventeen-year-old Agnes was stricken with acute appendicitis and died on May 

13, 1904, following emergency surgery (MHF to HDG, 18 May 1904). As Foote's 

granddaughters observed, the family never really recovered from that blow. 12 jhe novel 

Foote was beginning when Agnes fell ill would not be completed for several years, though 

she would ultimately publish a total of five more: The Royal Americans (1910), A Picked 

Company (1912), The Valley Road (1915), Edith Bonham (1917), and The Ground-Swell 

(1919). After The Ground-Swell, she stopped writing for publication, observing that, as 

Lee Ann Johnson writes, "the vogue of genteel romance, and of realism tempered by 



191 

reticence, had passed away" (150). Her two last novels are her flnest, displaying a rich 

artistic maturity in their realism and complexity of characterization and plot development, 

and a profound but not sentimental humanity. Both are intensely autobiographical tributes 

to lost loved ones. In Edith Bonham Foote memorializes her friendship with Helena De 

Kay Gilder, who had died in 1916. The Ground-Swell, her last novel, is the story of a 

mother's love for a daughter who died too young, a young woman of intelligence, charm, 

and great promise, just like Agnes. 

In the early 1920s family members convinced Foote that she should take on a final 

project, her autobiography. She worked on it for the next few years, thinking of it as a 

document to be preserved just for the family. When she was persuaded to submit a part of 

it for publication, and it was rejected (Johnson 30, nl8), she took one of the two typed 

copies and began to make drastic deletions, sometimes scratching out sections of text with a 

pencil, sometimes cutting out chunks with scissors. Rodman Paul has speculated that 

"Mary Hallock Foote's motive in treating her manuscript so harshly seems to have been a 

desire to protect the privacy of people then living or of recent memory." Fortunately the 

second copy of the manuscript was left relatively intact and, after considerable salvage 

work by editors, the Reminiscences were finally published in 1972 (Paul xi-xii). 

Mary Hallock Foote was not only a talented writer and artist, but a deeply private 

person who valued appearances and respectability to an extent that is difficult for many 

modem readers to comprehend. She may or may not have ever come to think of herself as 

a Westerner in any real sense. Her aloofness (or shyness) and her concern with proprieties 

made her unpopular with her neighbors in Idaho, and in her later years in Grass Valley, 

although she was respected and admired, she was still "in the camp of labor, yet not of it" 

{Reminiscences 125). Even so, her fiction, her autobiography, and her letters reveal a 
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woman who was faithful, strong, and determined, who faced sometimes unpleasant 

realities and not only survived but sometimes triumphed. If she did not identify herself as a 

pioneer, certainly she embodied some of the best pioneer characteristics. Her love of the 

land and her accurate representation of the environment she lived in made her successful as 

a writer, at least for a few decades, and the quality and realism of her writing would 

eventually attract the interest and appreciation of new readers, beginning with the man who 

has been called the dean of Western writers, Wallace Stegner. 

Wallace Stepner and An^le of Repose 

The first move toward rescuing Mary Hallock Foote from literary obscurity was 

Wallace Stegner's inclusion of her short story, "How the Pump Stopped at the Morning 

Watch," in a 1958 collection he edited, entitled Selected American Prose 1841-1900: The 

Realistic Movement. His initial mention of her in the introduction to that volume ranks her 

alongside such better-known figures as Mark Twain and Kate Chopin: 

To the shrinking list of the enduring and worthy one would like to add the name 

of Mary Hallock Foote, both writer and illustrator. Her mining camps in 

California, Colorado, and Idaho are almost the only real ones in local color 

fiction—very much more real than those of Bret Harte. (xi) 

In his introduction to the story itself, Stegner does part of what he would fail to do— 

and should have done—when he published Angle of Repose in 1971. He clearly 

acknowledges how he first became acquainted with Foote, with that particular story, and 

with the personal letters that would later become not only important source material for 

Angle of Repose but, in the form of excerpts and paraphrases, part of the actual text of that 

novel. Stegner cites lengthy sections from letters Foote wrote to Helena Gilder, in which 
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she discusses both the incident which inspired the story (of a pump-man who dies in a 

mine shaft) and her own writing process (116-119). He also notes his indebtedness to a 

Mr. George McMurray for bringing the letters, and presumably the story itself, to his 

attention. 

McMurray, who was Stegner's student, had permission from Foote's family to use the 

family papers for his own research project Evelyn Gardiner, Mary Hallock Foote's 

granddaughter, explains how Stegner gained possession of the papers; 

Stegner borrowed all his material (reminiscences, letters, original sketches, etc.) 

from my sister [Janet Micoleau, the "Mrs. Tyler Micoleau" mentioned in Stegner's 

introduction to "How the Pump Stopped .. ."|. One of his students was writing a 

thesis on New Almaden. My sister & her family liked him, his historical work & 

his environmental interests, & were glad to help. The student died and his estate 

sold the material to the Stanford library without our knowledge. The letters to 

Helena were actually the property of the Gilder family, & Rosamond Gilder, 

Helena's daughter had planned to publish the dialog between the two friends. 

When Stegner told us his idea of a novel, we agreed, & Miss Gilder asked that the 

real names not be used, because she still intended to publish the letters, although 

she was over ninety. When Stegner discovered that the Huntington was going to 

publish the reminiscences, he asked my sister if she wanted to read his manuscript 

She had a new baby, was busy, & trusted that he would write a good novel without 

twisting the facts.' 3 

In fact Stegner's novel is much better than "good." Angle of Repose, which won the 

1972 Pulitzer Prize for fiction, is a richly textured narrative featuring stories within stories. 

The crippled narrator Lyman Ward, who is not drawn from the Foote material, is one of 
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Stegner's finest fictional creations. In constant pain from a degenerative bone disease that 

has cost him one leg and calcified his neck so that he cannot turn his head, from his 

wheelchair the embittered Lyman recounts not only the story of his own marriage and 

current situation, but also the lives of the grandparents who raised him. As he studies his 

grandmother's papers in the home where he was raised—which is clearly modeled on the 

Footes' North Star Cottage in Grass Valley—his examination of his grandparents' 

relationship provides him with a context for understanding his own failed marriage. 

Those grandparents, Oliver Ward and Susan Burling Ward, and the events of their 

lives are based so closely on Arthur and Maiy Hallock Foote that it is quite understandable 

that readers who know something of the Footes might assume that ail the events in the 

novel which deal with the Wards' lives are based on fact and on the Footes. This is not the 

case, although for the most part Stegner sticks so closely to history as outlined in Mary 

Hallock Foote's papers that Angle of Repose reads almost like a biography in which the 

names of the principle subjects are changed. Stegner fulfilled only part of Rosamond 

Gilder's and Janet Micoleau's trust He wrote a fine novel, but he did not change all the 

names: the names of Foote's youngest daughter, Agnes, and of her sister and brother-in-

law, Bessie and John, are unchanged, and Susan's maiden name, Burling, is an important 

name in the Hallock family tree. Additionally, a rather unpleasant and entirely invented 

character, Lyman Ward's sociologist son, is named Rodman. That uncommon name also 

belonged to Mary Hallock Foote's real-life great-nephew, Rodman Paul, who was at the 

time preparing Foote's Reminiscences for publication. Jackson J. Benson obliquely 

acknowledges some tension on Stegner's part, perhaps even a sense of competition, as 

both fiction and autobiography raced toward publication. He observes that "the situation 

[of Stegner's composition of the novel and his promises to Janet Micoleau] became more 
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complicated" when Paul contacted Stegner to tell him of the impending publication of 

Foote's Reminiscences,' though Paul apparently contacted Stegner simply as a courtesy to 

a fellow scholar and writer. A letter from Stegner to Janet Micoleau, reproduced by 

Benson, indicates Stegner's concern that "if the reminiscences are now to be published, it 

won't take much literary detective work to discover what family I am basing this stoiy on." 

Micoleau, who had not read the completed manuscript but who trusted Stegner to honor his 

original agreement, and who was at the time preoccupied with a new baby, "replied that she 

didn't think changes necessary, nor did she feel it necessary for her to read the manuscript" 

(Benson 354-55). In hindsight, the anxiety Stegner expresses in his letter to Janet 

Micoleau could be read as an indication that he already recognized that he might have to 

defend some of the choices he had made in writing the novel. 

Stegner also exercised his artistic license to 'twist facts." It can certainly be argued that 

as a novelist Stegner had every right to invent and alter events to suit his own literary and 

artistic purpose. However, as an honorable human being—which by most accounts he 

was—he also had an obligation to honor his word once he gave it Mary Ellen Williams 

Walsh implies that an attitude of cavalier literaiy machismo led Stegner to blatantly 

appropriate Foote's writings with the intention of passing them off as his own and to 

discount the feelings of her descendants regarding his radically revised story of her life. 

Stegner's own responses to Walsh's accusations indicate that such an attitude may have 

been part of it, but I believe there were also other, more complicated processes at work. 

Angle of Repose follows the Footes' lives with almost complete faithfulness until the 

Idaho years, which occupy roughly the last third of both Foote's Reminiscences and 

Stegner's novel. But at that point the novel takes an entirely different direction. Susan 

Ward, frustrated by years of disappointment and distraught over Oliver's drinking. 
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becomes attracted to Frank Sargent, Oliver's assistant and friend who has long been in love 

with her, though loyalty to Oliver has kept him from expressing his feelings. In creating 

Frank, Stegner drew on the characteristics of several young men who worked with Arthur 

Foote over the years in Leadville and in Idaho. Mary Hallock Foote liked and admired 

these young men, whom she described as "all so true to their own backgrounds, so true in 

their work and personal relations—so young in experience but morally so sound!" 

{Reminiscences 199). It would not be surprising if one or more of them had developed a 

crush on the boss's charming wife, but as noted earlier, Mary Hallock Foote had a deep 

respect for decorum. Even if she had felt a desire to be unfaithful, it is difficult to imagine 

her, the author of the Reminiscences and the letters to Helena, acting on it in any way. One 

of these assistants, Harry Tompkins, who worked with Arthur in Idaho, did become a 

close friend of hers, but nothing in the record suggests any impropriety. 

Stegner's recounting, through Lyman Ward, of the developing fictional triangle is 

masterful. Oliver's preoccupation, followed by his jealousy when he realizes the feelings 

between his wife and his friend, Susan's hopelessness and desperation as her financial and 

marital fortunes unravel, Frank's secret love and then his sudden hope that it might not be 

unrequited aiiter all: these elements steadily build and then converge with a tragic 

inevitability. One day Susan and Frank go for a walk together, followed by five-year-old 

Agnes. While the two adults are absorbed in each other, the child wanders off and is later 

found drowned in an irrigation ditch. All three adults—Oliver, Frank, and Susan—are 

devastated. Oliver, in a symbolic act of rage, rips up with his bare hands the rose garden 

he had planted for Susan and then leaves her, though they are eventually reconciled and live 

out their lives together. After Agnes's funeral Frank goes home and puts a bullet through 
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his head. Susan accepts the full burden of guilt and her grandson, in telling the story, 

seems to feel that such acceptance on her part is appropriate. 

Lyman Ward brands his grandmother as an adulteress, if not in the flesh, then in her 

heart. He freely admits that he "gravely doubt[s] that they 'had sex'.... I cannot imagine 

such a complete breakdown in my grandmother" (508), yet he draws explicit comparisons 

between Susan's desires, whether or not she acted on them, and his own ex-wife's actual 

adultery with the surgeon who amputated his leg. He cannot really forgive either one, 

although he tries to convince himself and the reader that he understands and forgives his 

grandmother. Both women have participated in their husbands' emasculation: Lyman's 

wife by her inability to stand by him in his illness and her affair with the doctor who 

"dismasted" him (442), and Susan by supporting the family when her husband was unable 

to, by never giving him her complete and undivided love and loyalty, by always making 

him aware that he shared her with Augusta (Stegner's name for Helena). All of these 

failures on Susan's part, Lyman implies, helped to drive Oliver to drink. 

Stegner is, of course, quite separate from Lyman Ward, and neither the author nor his 

characters are under any obligation to like any of the other characters he creates, though 

Lyman insists that, in addition to his other conflicting feelings, he loved his grandmother. 

And Susan Burling Ward, however closely based on Maiy Hallock Foote, is a fictional 

character. Nevertheless, I was surprised when Evelyn Gardiner wrote to me: 

After reading 'The Big Rock Candy Mountain," I realized that Stegner really 

disliked MHF as a person. Stegner's mother had all the hardships of a real 

pioneer woman, while MHF always had household help, a governess, nurses for 

her babies. Of course she paid for all this herself with the money she earned 

from her stories and illustrations. She also had "connections," the Gilders, & a 
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loyal, honest husband, with great ability & no salesmanship. >5 

I agree with Mrs. Gardiner. While researching his novel, reading her letters and memoirs, 

Stegner got to know Mary Hallock Foote much more intimately than he did when he 

included her story in Selected American Prose, and the more he got to know her, the less 

he seemed to like her. This attitude not only colors his novel but might also help to explain 

why he handled the issue of source acknowledgment as he did. However, by the time he 

wrote Angle of Repose Foote was beyond any condemnation he might have directed 

toward her. His handling of, or rather his refusal to handle, the issues of acknowledgment 

and of what is and is not fiction in that book could hurt no one but her descendants. 

Wallace Stegner was fascinated by history and biography and often attempted to fuse 

those genres with fiction in works like The Preacher and the 5tove (1950), a fictionalized 

biography of Joe Hill, the IWW songwriter and labor organizer who was executed for 

murder in 1915 in Salt Lake City; Beyond the Hundredth Meridian (1954), Stegner's 

tribute to explorer John Wesley Powell; Mormon Country (1942) and The Gathering of 

Zion (1964), which chronicle Mormon history and the settlement of Utah; and Wolf 

Willow (1962), a combination of history, fiction, and autobiography depicting Stegner's 

childhood hometown of East End, Saskatchewan. He also fictionalized the lives of his own 

family and friends, most notably in The Big Rock Candy Mountain (1943), "his great 

family novel,"i 6 which tells the stoiy of his parents' relationship and of his own childhood 

and coming of age. The Preacher and the Slave and especially The Big Rock Candy 

Mountain provide useful comparisons against which to examine his composition of Angle 

of Repose. 

The composition of The Preacher and the Slave shows how Stegner's attitudes toward 

the subject of a semi-biographical writing project could evolve from positive to negative. 
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Facts about Joe Hill are so scarce and accounts of his activities so contradictory that even 

today it is impossible to accurately label him as either martyr or murderer. And perhaps 

Stegner was right when he wrote, "It doesn't really matter what he was."i7 The persistent 

legend has superseded the man behind it, and it was the legend that originally attracted 

Wallace Stegner to Joe Hill as a project. Biographer Jackson J. Benson writes that 

Stegner, who was sympathetic to the labor union movement and despised "the kind of red

baiting that had already started in Congress and around the country in the late 1940s 

...began his project with great sympathy for Hill" (179). While he was researching the 

novel, Stegner used to sing 'The Ballad of Joe Hill" at parties: 

I dreamed I saw Joe Hill last night 

Alive as you and me. 

Says 1 "But Joe, you're ten years dead—" 

"I never died," says he. 18 

The myth died for Stegner, however, while he was researching and writing his novel. 

In it Joe Hill the heroic martyr is transformed into someone 

. . .  i n  s e v e r a l  w a y s  l i k e  W a l l a c e ' s  f a t h e r —  a n  o u t l a w  w h o  w a s  s e l f - c e n t e r e d ,  

manipulative of others, hot -tempered, and, most of all, a rugged individualist—in 

the extreme .... a symbol of all the Western bad men...who had been glorified 

and immortalized in story and song. All his life and in much that he wrote, he 

pursued the theme of demythologinng the West, of exposing the reality of its 

history and its people .... (Benson 178) 

Stegner acknowledged that the more he learned about Hill, "'the less I thought of him as a 

legitimate martyr,'" and Benson notes that "After the novel was published in 1950, 'The 
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Ballad of Joe Hiir had disappeared from his repertory of songs to be sung around the 

campfire. Even when he was requested to sing it, he would refuse" (Benson 179). 

Despite his disenchantment with his subject, which undoubtedly affected his ultimately 

negative portrayal of Hill in the novel, in which he clearly implies that Hill was a murderer, 

Stegner's foreword to The Preacher and the Slave is a model of the kind of foreword he 

might have written, but didn't, for Angle of Repose. After providing a couple of pages of 

historical background, he writes: 

The Preacher and the Slave is in no sense a history of the IWW, even by 

implication. It is not history, though it deals here and there with historical 

episodes and sometimes incorporates historical documents; and it is not biography, 

though it deals with a life. It is fiction, with fiction's prerogatives and none of 

history's limiting obligations. I hope and believe that it is after a kind of truth, but a 

different truth from that which historians follow. 

For turning sometimes-historical people and sometimes-historical events to 

the purposes of fiction I have ... justifications .... all fiction is made this way 

and cannot draw upon any other material than actual material.... Joe Hill as he 

appears here—let me repeat it—is an act of the imagination, (ix-x) 

If one were to change the names—replace The Preacher and the Slave with Angle of Repose 

and Joe Hill with Susan Burling Ward—these lines could apply equally to Stegner's 

treatment of Mary Hallock Foote in Angle of Repose. While her descendants might still 

have been less than happy to see Foote's fictional representation become an adulterous (at 

least in her heart) and negligent mother, some acknowledgment from Stegner that he had, 

as Janet Micoleau trusted he would not, twisted the facts, might have left him less open to 

negative criticism. 
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Joe Hill left no family but his IWW brothers to be injured by Stegner's fictional 

representation of him. Earlier in his foreword Stegner makes mention of the IWW's 

outrage when the New Republic printed an earlier article by Stegner "implying that Joe 

Hill, one of the great martyrs, could be guilty" (viii). Perhaps he considered the feelings 

and reactions of that organization, even if it was by then, as Stegner believed, "an exclusive 

and somewhat mellowed club .... a church of old men" (viii), more worthy of regard 

than those of the Foote family. The Foote descendants are a relatively small group and the 

generation Stegner dealt with was entirely composed of women. Perhaps he thought of 

Mary Hallock Foote, as he did of Joe Hill, that "It doesn't really matter what [sjhe was." 

But his interactions with her family should have made it clear to him that it mattered deeply 

to her granddaughters, and to the daughter of Helena Gilder, how she was represented. 

Stegner also noted in that introduction that in The Preacher and the Slave he had 

"sometimes incorporate[d] historical documents." As Mary Ellen Williams Walsh and 

David Lavender make clear, he certainly incorporated such documents into Angle of 

Repose, in the form of verbatim or nearly verbatim excerpts from Mary Hallock Foote's 

leners and other writings. Walsh accurately and exhaustively documents specific instances 

of such incorporation in her source study (187-205). While a novel is not subject to the 

citation requirements of academic writing, I would argue once again that the basic courtesy 

of acknowledging his sources, and his departure from those sources, in an introduction or 

afterword of some kind might have spared him some of the aggravation he so obviously 

experienced when his actions were called into question. 

Stegner's side of the controversy and his reactions to it are presented in two books; 

Jackson J. Benson's Wallace Stegner: His Life and Wbr/k (1996) and Stegner's and 

Richard W. Etulain's Conversations with Wallace Stegner on Western History and 
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Uterature (revised edition, 1990). Benson's book, which is generally more worshipful 

tribute than useful critical biography, nonetheless painstakingly outlines the circumstances 

under which Stegner gained access to the Foote material and his negotiations and relations 

with Mary Hallock Foote's granddaughters. Benson acknowledges that Stegner's use of 

quotations from Foote's letters makes up "a total of 61 pages in a book with 555 pages of 

text—that is, roughly ten percent of the whole" (354), a figure Benson appears to dismiss as 

minuscule. Benson then goes on to call Walsh's essay '*a nasty piece of character 

assassination" in which Stegner "is portrayed as a deliberate fraud, a thorough villain" 

(355). Walsh's essay is certainly angry ; in it she accuses Stegner of appropriation, an 

appropriation Benson and even Stegner himself acknowledged after the fact More 

importantly, she accuses him of a misrepresentation amounting to slander, which Walsh 

claims has caused considerable embarrassment to the descendants of Maiy Hallock Foote. 

According to Benson, "her charges ... hurt. They were especially difficult for a man who 

had all his life held himself to the highest standards of conduct and had judged others on 

the same basis" (355). Neither Benson nor Stegner express any interest in the "hurt" that 

might have been caused to Foote's reputation or the feelings of her descendants. 

Stegner himself responds to Walsh's essay in Conversations when Etulain asks him, 

"What are your reactions to [Walsh's essay]?" Stegner replies: 

Irritable. Her case depends on a precise equation between Susan Burling 

Ward and Mary Hallock Foote. The reason I didn't use real names and the 

reason 1 didn't make an acknowledgment in the front of the book saying "1 have 

based this on the papers of Mary Hallock Foote," which I normally would have 

done, is that Janet Micoleau didn't think we ought to use the real name, since 

what I was writing was a novel. So the acknowledgment I made was thanks to 
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J. M. and her sister for the loan of their ancestors. If I had written a biography 

of Mary Hallock Foote I would have put her in the book by name and made 

acknowledgment to her papers. But it is a novel, not a biography. It has nothing 

to do with the actual life of Maiy Hallock Foote except that I borrowed a lot of her 

experiences. So I don't, I guess, feel very guilty about that. (86) 

But precisely what constituted Foote's "actual life," if not "a lot of her experiences"? In 

this statement Stegner appears to be not only defensive but deliberately disingenuous, as he 

does earlier when he shifts the responsibility to Janet Micoleau because she "didn't think 

we ought to use the real name, since what I was writing was a novel." There is a distinct 

difference between using real names in the novel itself and using them in an 

acknowledgment, a difference of which Stegner, who was not only a novelist but also a 

professor at Stanford at the time, was undoubtedly aware. 

One other point is worth mentioning. Stegner's, and his biographer Jackson J. 

Benson's, anger over the criticism he received is directed only at Walsh, although David 

Lavender's essay is equally critical of his appropriation of Foote's actual writing and the 

way he "slanders [the Footes and Harry Tompkins] cruelly...in order to smite the reader 

with a powerful but wholly fictitious recognition" (72). But Lavender is not mentioned at 

all in Benson's book, whether because Benson was unaware of Lavender's essay or 

because he found it more comfortable and less problematic to attack a female critic whom 

Benson characterizes as a "spear carrier...out to slay the male dragon" (355). As noted 

eariier, an irritation at female challenges to male authority and female slights to the male ego 

is present in the novel as well as in reactions to Walsh's charges. 

I will not argue that Stegner should have constructed the plot of Angle of Repose 

differently. To take such a position would be foolish and naifve; it would mean arguing 
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against Stegner's artistic freedom to construct what I believe, and most critics agree, is a 

remarkable novel. The primary point of contention, aside from Stegner's failure to 

acknowledge his use of Foote's writing in his text, is Stegner's invention of the attraction 

between Susan Burling Ward and her husband's assistant, Frank, and the tragic 

consequences of that attraction, events which have no basis in Mary Hallock Foote's life. 

Although these events occur rather late in the story, they are central to its focus on conduct, 

responsibility, and forgiveness. Without them, Lyman Ward would not arrive at his own 

personal revelation and resolution regarding his relationship with the wife who abandoned 

him and now apparently seeks his forgiveness. A crucial tension and connection would be 

missing, leaving Angle of Repose nothing more than the story of an unhappy man in an 

attic poking through his grandparents' papers and finding a moderately interesting account 

of late nineteenth-century Western life. 

Benson writes: 

In retrospect Stegner thought he should have insisted that Janet read the 

manuscript and that he should have insisted he be able to go beyond Janet to get 

in touch with the other sisters directly. It was a great novel, but there was a high 

price to pay for it; it had caused a great deal of distress all around, distress that he 

felt himself keenly and deeply regretted causing others. (356) 

Hindsight is a great teacher, and indeed Stegner should have done all those things. He 

might also have tried to have a foreword or introduction included in subsequent editions of 

the novel, since it has gone through many printings and editions since its first publication 

and since the publication of Walsh's essay. He might not have been successful in making 

that happen, but he might have tried. 
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One reason Stegner might not have tried to remedy the situation could be that, as 

Foote's granddaughter Evelyn Gardiner believes, he "really disliked MHF as a person." 

The irritability he acknowledged to Etulain surfaces in other responses to questions about 

Foote, responses which seem strangely at odds with his early favorable opinion of her and 

her work. Sometimes, as in an interview with James Hepworth, Stegner offhandedly 

acknowledges his indebtedness to Foote while simultaneously dismissing her 

I had thought of writing her biography, as apparently [Rodman Paul] was doing. I 

decided, quite frankly, that she wasn't worth a biography. She wasn't an important 

enough literary person, though she was pretty good .... I wanted her to cast a 

bigger shadow than that interesting but rather modest success that she had as a 

Victorian gentlewoman with gifts .... It's always more fun when you can make 

up the life. I borrowed an awful lot from hers. The whole structure of the novel 

can be found in her papers. Except the Lyman Ward part, which is all invention. 

.. .1 had to give her a catastrophe. Her daughter didn't drown in a ditch at all at 

the age of five or six. She died of a ruptured appendix at seventeen .... This was 

a favorite daughter and so on. But I just moved it back and drowned the poor child 

like a kitten a little younger. That's all right, I think. I wasn't writing biography, I 

was writing a novel but then that made a problem for my acknowledgment, 

because I couldn't say, 'Thanks to the Foote family for the use of this material," 

because that would have led all kinds of people to believe that the book was frankly 

autobiographical [sic], which some still believe anyway .... (70-71) 

Here Stegner is again disingenuous as well as dismissive. In spite of his promise not to 

use real names, he called the drowned younger daughter Agnes, giving her the name of the 

Footes' real younger daughter, who died of appendicitis. This was an unnecessarily cruel 
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artistic choice. Such insensitivity to family tragedy aside, however, readers' belief that tlie 

novel was accurately biographical was a problem, on a very individual and human level, 

for Foote's granddaughters. Walsh quotes another granddaughter, Marian Conway; 

"People who had barely known M. H. Foote [in Grass Valley) would stop me on 

the street and say, in essence, 'I never knew your grandmother did that!'" Even 

though some of them listened politely to denials of all these evil doings, it was only 

a matter of time until a man in our local bookstore said to my brother-in-law, 'Don't 

worry—there's one in every family!'" (208) 

Stegner may well have felt distress over Walsh's accusations and the difficulties the novel 

caused to Foote's family, since by most accounts he was a decent and honorable human 

being. But that distress is not apparent in his published remarks on this issue. What is 

apparent is a defensive irritation that questions should even have arisen regarding his 

handling of his source materials. 

Of course Walsh's accusations and Stegner's responses are read by a relatively small 

number of readers in comparison to the much larger number of general readers of the 

novel. Many of those readers have no idea of the novel's connection to Maiy Hallock 

Foote. Many who are aware of the connection will, knowing little or nothing of Foote 

besides the novel, believe that it represents the events of her life with relative accuracy, 

which it does, except for the crucial and danming fictional episode of Susan Ward's 

possible adultery, Agnes's death, Frank's suicide, and the long-lasting consequences of 

those events. There is simply no defensible reason why Stegner should not have included, 

or at least made some effort to include, a statement that would have forestalled such 

misconceptions and controversy, if not at the time of the novel's initial publication, then in 

later editions. 
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The one reason that might make some sense of Stegner's defensiveness and irritability 

on the subject would be if Evelyn Gardiner is right and he simply came to dislike Mary 

Hallock Foote as a person. That might account for his dismissive remarks that she "wasn't 

worth a biography" and "wasn't an important enough literary person," although he admits 

that she was "in her way, a quite remarkable character" (Hepworth 94). Certainly his 

attitude toward her, like his attitude toward Joe Hill, changed as he researched and then 

wrote a novel based on her life. Just as he went into writing about Joe Hill by thinking of 

him as a legend to be brought to life, he "set out thinking of Molly Foote as a kind of 

heroine. Then as [hej worked on her [heI began to see her as a heroine with a foot of clay. 

She was a snob, unfortunately, and she wasn't made for the life she got into" (qtd. in 

Benson 48). 

Stegner claimed that it was Mary Hallock Foote's snobbishness that offended him, 

yet he makes Susan Burling Ward's transgressions sexual, and thus especially difficult for 

his narrator to forgive. This novel does not celebrate female independence or sexuality; 

Lyman Ward finds both terrifying. Susan Ward first undermines her husband's manhood 

by supporting the family when he cannot, then she destroys his trust by betraying him with 

his friend, or by giving the appearance of betraying him, which amounts to the same thing. 

Her behavior is mirrored in that of Lyman's adulterous ex-wife Ellen, who, until Lyman 

lost his leg and his health, he saw simply as quiet and contented: "A reader, a walker, a 

rather still woman. I thought we had a good life." "I will never understand it," he says of 

her abandoning him for his surgeon (A of R 441). Even when he ponders the unhappiness 

that might have led her to leave him, Lyman considers her feelings and behavior only as 

they were manifested in response to his needs. In much the same way, although the story 

he tells of his grandparents is Susan's story and he presents it from her point of view, his 
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ongoing commentary is critical of her failure to make Oliver's feelings her first priority at 

every moment. 

If Ellen in her sexual transgression is a mirror-image of Susan, updated to fit the 

sexual revolution of the late 1960s, then Lyman's young, exuberant, flower child 

secretary. Shelly Rasmussen, is a mockery of her. She is the voice of the youthful 

counterculture, and her talk of communes, anarchy, and free love, all of which Lyman 

ridicules, represents the antithesis of the Victorian propriety he so esteems in his 

grandparents. Shelly torments him by innocently flaunting her own body and ridicules his 

fastidious refusal to discuss or even imagine the graphic details of Susan's and Oliver's sex 

life. The only sex scene in the novel is Lyman's horrifying dream of Shelly "brawling in 

like a drunken logger to rape [him] in [his|bath" (565-67). 

Lyman Ward may say he doubts that his grandmother and Frank Sargent had sex, but 

it is that absent image, the scene the narrator does not narrate and claims must not have 

taken place, that sticks in readers' minds. Like the man in the Grass Valley book store, 

they may listen politely to denials of what Foote's granddaughter labeled "evil doings," but 

most will believe the scandal. It is simply so much more entertaining. It is also the most 

effective way to vilify a woman, especially one who placed such value on decorum and 

propriety. If Stegner thought Mary Hallock Foote was a snob, as he admittedly did, what 

better way to indirectly, perhaps even unconsciously, punish her than by sabotaging her 

reputation. 

The addition of transgressive sexuality to women's stories has been a traditional way 

to make them more "interesting," as can be seen in reworkings of narratives of Indian 

captivities like Frederick Manired's 1964 novel Scarlet Plume or the various fictional 

representations of frontier women like Belle Starr. Sarah Wakefield, the original source for 
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Manfred's novel, alleged bandit queen Starr, and Mary Hallock Foote have, on the surface, 

little in common with one another, other than that each woman departed in her own way 

from the notion of the "gentle tamer" or "prairie madonna," that sunbonneted character who 

stood quietly and stoically behind her man as he tamed the West. Focusing attention on 

their sexuality allows them to be put back in the simpler category of "woman," whose value 

and status is ultimately contingent on perceptions of her chastity and not on other attributes 

or achievements. This is especially true if those attributes or achievements appear 

threatening or emasculating, as Foote's apparently did to Stegner, since he makes 

awareness of emasculation such an important characteristic of his narrator, Lyman Ward. 

Evelyn Gardiner realized Stegner's dislike of her grandmother after reading The Big 

Rock Candy Mountain, and she is not the only one who has noticed a relationship between 

the two novels. Like Angle of Repose, The Big Rock Candy Mountain is the chronicle of 

the marriage of a couple who go West and, once there, move from place to place hoping to 

achieve some kind of success. For the women in both novels, success means the financial 

security that will fmally let them settle down in a secure and stable home. And like Angle 

of Repose, The Big Rock Candy Mountain is based on the lives of real people, in this case 

Stegner's own parents, George and Hilda Stegner, who are represented in the novel by Bo 

and Elsa Mason. Stegner himself agreed that: 

. . .  t h e r e  w e r e  a l l  k i n d s  o f  c o n n e c t i o n s .  T h e r e  w a s  t h e  w a n d e r i n g  h u s b a n d  a n d  

the nesting woman, and the whole business reproduced in ... somewhat more 

cultivated terms and in different places what The Big Rock Candy Mountain was 

about. It's perfectly clear that if every writer was bom to write one story, that's my 

story. I wrote it at least two ways, but I certainly wasn't aware of repeating it. 

(Stegner and Etulain 48) 
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The "more cultivated terms" and Foote's snobbishness were certainly among the 

factors that apparently turned Stegner against her. It should be noted, however, that 

Lyman Ward, Susan Burling Ward's grandson whose mixed feelings of love and 

resentment toward his grandmother provide much of the novel's dramatic tension, is quite a 

snob himself, although as Stegner's spokesman he professes to deplore Susan's 

snobbishness (<<4 of R 67-68,95, 101-02). He also despises the uncouth behavior and lack 

of historical consciousness he sees in the younger generation and he is harsh and 

contemptuous in his judgments of them, preferring to look backward toward "the 

strenuousness, aspiration, and decorum of [his] grandmother's life, and the practicality and 

masculine steadiness of [his] grandfather's" (A of R 32). 

Stegner freely admitted that "My involvement in history is personal, not scholarly... 

. All the history and biography that I've done has been an offshoot of personal experiences 

and personal acquaintances" (Stegner and Etulain 166). In working with the life of Mary 

Hallock Foote, he undoubtedly noted, as Evelyn Gardiner did when she read The Big Rock 

Candy Mountain, that in many ways Foote represented everything Stegner's mother, that 

beleaguered and hard-working pioneer woman, had missed out on. Foote expected and 

took for granted the privilege that comes with a certain level of social class and 

respectability, an honorable and legitimately hard-working husband, support from female 

family members and friends and, despite her complaints of poverty, the money for nannies 

and other household help. So did her fictional alter ego, but Elsa Mason in The Big Rock 

Candy Mountain did not enjoy any of those privileges. 

There are several similarities between the couples and the events in the two novels. 

As Stegner himself observed, each is made up of "the wandering husband and the nesting 

woman" who longs for a stable and secure home. Both women take their children and 
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return to their families when things get particularly difficult And both couples finally 

achieve some financial security, but Elsa Mason's chance to enjoy it is cut short when she 

dies of cancer, while the Wards in Angle of Repose spend their later years living in the 

same house but at a polite distance from one another. Lyman Ward, the grandson they 

raised, says, "In all the years I lived with them I never saw them kiss, I never saw them put 

their arms around each other, I never saw them touch!" (563). 

The reason for the distance between the Wards is Oliver Ward's unwillingness to 

forgive Susan for her various transgressions. Both novels are, in the end, about coming to 

terms with the faults of family members. In The Big Rock Candy Mountain the final point 

of view is that of Bo and Elsa's son, Bruce Mason, through whom Stegner expresses his 

own resentment over his father's treatment of the family, especially of Stegner's mother, 

and the insecure and frequently uprooted life they all led. It is the long-suffering Elsa 

who stands by her man and suffers through a succession of schemes to get rich quickly, 

schemes that are usually illegal to some degree, like bootlegging liquor from Canada into 

Montana during Prohibition. It is Elsa who is abandoned by her husband in a last illness, 

just as Stegner's own mother was. In the novel as in life, her son stays with her until the 

end, growing more bitter toward his father with each day. In "Letter, Much Too Late," an 

essay which takes the form of a letter to his mother many years after her death, Stegner 

would express his regret for representing her in his fiction as: 

. . .  a  s o r t  o f  p a s s i v e  v i c t i m .  I  a m  a f r a i d  I  l e t  y o u r  s e l f i s h  a n d  v i o l e n t  h u s b a n d ,  m y  

father, steal the scene from you and push you into the background in the novels as 

he did in life. Somehow I should have been able to say how strong and resilient 

you were, what a patient and abiding and bonding force, the softness proved in the 

long run stronger than what it seemed to yield to. (qtd. in Benson 134) 
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I do not doubt Stegner's love for his mother nor his own belief in the sincerity of what he 

writes here. But although he apologizes for writing her as a "passive victim," many of the 

words he chooses to describe her-"patient and abiding," "softness," "yield[ing)"—are 

words that carry a definite connotation of passivity. It is these attributes he seems to 

celebrate most, both in the "Letter" and in the character of Elsa Mason, though it is a 

peculiar kind of celebration that is grounded in pity. 

In both Angle of Repose and The Big Rock Candy Mountain there is conflict between 

the husbands' and wives' visions of how a husband should provide for his family. Elsa 

Mason swallows her disappointments and patiently makes do with whatever Bo Mason 

gives her. Susan Buriing Ward, as noted eariier, steps in to pick up the slack and provide 

when her husband cannot or will not, as did Maiy Hallock Foote. She shows herself to be 

strong and resilient, words Stegner also applied to his mother. It is for those qualities, at 

least partly, that Stegner and his narrator seem unwilling to forgive Susan/Mary, that she 

undermined her husband's masculine self-image in a way that Elsa Mason, the more 

stereotypical good woman, did not. 

Stegner made an interesting observation on precisely this subject in one of his 

interviews with James Hepworth; 

I think Elsa in Big Rock Candy Mountain, who has a good many qualities in 

common with my mother, is a strong character, stronger than her husband, who is a 

lot more active and in some ways more imaginative. In Angle of Repose I would 

guess that it's about a standoff. Susan is more talented in many ways than 

Oliver.... But as I wrote that book, thinking that I was writing about her as a 

heroine, I came to the end of it thinking maybe he is the hero because there is a flaw 

in her, a flaw of snobbery. She doesn't adequately appreciate the kind of person he 



213 

is, or the kind of work he does. (93) 

Stegner is talking not only about the fictional Susan here, but also about Mary Hallock 

Foote. One reason he condemns her snobbery is because Susan/Mary would probably 

have considered Hsa Mason/Hilda Stegner to be, at best, like her neighbors at New 

Almaden; ''nice enough to see once in a while, but I don't think I shall care greatly for any 

of the people here" {A of R 95). 

He also condemns her failure to provide her husband with the kind of unquestioning 

support to which Stegner implies he was entitled, the kind of support the beleaguered Elsa 

Mason provided to her husband in spite of her unhappiness. In other words, he attacks 

Susan/Mary for failing to be passive, though elsewhere he apologizes to his mother for 

making her appear passive. Then he defines Oliver/Arthur as the hero largely because he 

manages to survive life with a woman who does not play the role of a passive and 

supportive wife, in much the same way he makes Elsa Mason heroic for managing to live 

with Bo Mason. That role reversal is apparent in several places in Angle of Repose as 

Oliver appears to plod along, accepting the low blows that fortune deals him, while Susan, 

like Bo Mason, strains against the limitations imposed on her ambition, in her case by 

geographic isolation, gender, and a husband who refuses to assert himself. 

Stegner himself admitted that "every writer is bom to write one story," and that in The 

Big Rock Candy Mountain and Angle of Repose he wrote the same story at least two ways. 

He acknowledged that writing The Big Rock Candy Mountain was "cathartic," that he 

wrote some of it "through tears," partly to "exorcis[e]" his father (Etulain and Stegner 41-

42). In that novel and in other work, especially Wolf Willow, a fictionalized but largely 

autobiographical account of his childhood, Stegner did what Foote did in much of her 

fiction; he worked out imaginative resolutions to his own stresses and problems, in his case 
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to problems and stresses from the past that still haunted him. Perhaps because of his 

intense personal investment in The Big Rock Candy Mountain, he seems to have had 

unusual difficulty in separating his fictional portrayal of the Footes from his own family 

narrative. Consequently he pits husband and wife against one another in Angle of Repose 

in much the same way he does in The Big Rock Candy Mountain, valorizing the virtues of 

one at the expense of the other. The difference is that there was no one to be hurt by 

Stegner's portrayals of his family in The Big Rock Candy Mountain-, he had outlived both 

his parents and his older brother. Mary Hallock Foote's descendants trusted him to keep 

his word to make their grandparents unrecognizable and thus made themselves vulnerable 

to pain and embarrassment when he failed to do so. 

Conclusion 

In Angle of Repose, Lyman Ward recalls his grandmother telling him, "I was never 

never never to behave beneath myself. She had known people who did, and the results 

were calamitous" (313). A focus on conduct, on absolute accountability for one's actions, 

permeates the novel, as it permeates the writings of Mary Hallock Foote, that Victorian 

gentlewoman who brought her Eastern standards with her to the far West and struggled all 

her life to reconcile life as she thought it should be with life as she found it there. Angle of 

Repose is also a novel about forgiveness. In the story Lyman narrates of his grandparents' 

life, it ultimately revolves around whether or not Oliver Ward can forgive his wife for 

betraying him and thus for the tragic consequences of that betrayal, and whether Susan can 

forgive herself. In the frame story, Lyman must decide whether he can forgive his own ex-

wife for her adultery and her abandonment of him, and whether, like his grandfather, he 

can also forgive his long-dead grandmother for her behavior. 
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Lyman's goal is to arrive at his own "angle of repose," a phrase Stegner lifted directly 

from Foote's Reminiscences. "Angle of repose" is more than just a metaphor; as a mining 

term it refers to the greatest angle of slope from the horizontal at which a heap of loose 

material will stand without slipping, sliding, or rolling. Long before Stegner, Foote wrote 

that it was a phrase "too good to waste on rockslides or heaps of sand" (306), since in the 

larger context of life's vicissitudes the angle of repose is something "one finds and loses 

from time to time but is always seeking in one way or another" (309). Cleariy Stegner 

agreed with her, since he chose to utilize it as his own title and central trope, observing, in 

a paraphrase of Foote's comment, that "it was too good a phrase for mere dirt" (561). It is 

unfortunate that neither Stegner nor the descendants of Mary Hallock Foote seem to have 

been able to achieve that repose with regard to his treatment of her as his source. 

In 'The Compassionate Seen Wallace Stegner's Literary Artist," Sid Jenson (who 

never mentions Mary Hallock Foote as Stegner's source, though he writes about Stegner's 

use of history in writing fiction) writes: "(The artist] forgives easily; and because he is 

compassionate, rebukes softly. The artist realizes, as Lyman Ward does in Angle of 

Repose, that it is love and sympathy which makes him capable of reconstructing the lives 

of his grandparents" (170). Indeed, at the end of that novel the prudish Lyman Ward has 

forgiven his grandmother and seems to be on the way to forgiving his ex-wife. 

Both the historical Mary Hallock Foote and the fictional Lyman Ward are engaged in 

much the same project, the articulation of standards that are not property observed or 

respected in a new place (Foote's West) or time (the late 1960s setting of Lyman's part of 

the story). Both are trying to deal with their own sense of powerlessness. Foote (and her 

fictional alter ego), no matter how successful she was as a writer and illustrator, could not 

really function independendy because of obligations to her children and to a not-entirely-
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satisfactory (by her elevated standards) husband, a husband who, Stegner implies, was 

discouraged and emasculated by his inability to fulfill her expectations. Lyman is equally 

powerless, emasculated and confined by illness, cuckolded and abandoned by his wife, 

disrespected and undervalued by his son. Both Susan/Mary and Lyman are creative, and 

as writers are involved in creating something of value out of the difficult situations in which 

they And themselves. The fictional Lyman Ward acts out, in his anticipated forgiveness of 

his ex-wife, his grandfather's limited forgiveness of his grandmother. In the process of 

researching his grandmother's life he comes full circle, from a child's uncritical love to 

disappointment and resentment and back again to love, but a sadder and wiser love based 

on understanding and acceptance of another's human frailties. 

In his treatment of Mary Hallock Foote as his source, Wallace Stegner did not 

complete that circle; he did not show the sympathy or forgiveness which Sid Jenson 

defmes as characteristic of the artist and which Stegner himself valorizes in Lyman Ward. 

He had the novelist's right to rewrite history, but he also had an obligation to make it clear 

that his work was a rewriting, that Susan Burling Ward, like the Joe Hill he created in The 

Preacher and the Slave, "is an act of the imagination." Stegner should have acknowledged 

Foote as his source with an introduction, foreword, or afterword, and in it he should have 

clearly stated that his narrative, which follows her life so closely for neariy four hundred 

pages, eventually departs from it completely. In failing to do so, Stegner caused 

unnecessary pain to her descendants, who had trusted in his integrity and assisted him in 

his work by granting him access to Foote's papers. He provided such an introduction for 

The Preacher and the Slave, an equally biographical novel, but one with a deceased male 

protagonist whose reputation mattered to a largely male group of former comrades or 

followers. 
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Mary Hallock Foote, whom Stegner characterizes as '"dead as a doomail before we 

began working on those papers" (Hepworth 70), was not male and her reputation £md 

interests really mattered only to her granddaughters. The disrespect Stegner showed Foote 

and her female descendants in his failure to acknowledge the extent of his use of her 

writing and the problematic nature of his interpretation of her character, followed by his 

irritation at being called to account for his actions, is disturbing. Equally disturbing is the 

readiness of most male critics to either ignore the issue or, like Jackson Benson, to jump in 

as "spear carriers" to defend Stegner's memory against accountability. Benson in particular 

seems to interpret a reasonable call to accountability as defamation, when that call is issued 

by a female critic. ("Spear carrier" seems an apt term for Benson, especially since he uses 

the term so derogatorily in his characterization of Mary Hlen Williams Walsh.) 

As the narrative of Angle of Repose progresses, Lyman Ward becomes aware that the 

people who behaved beneath themselves were his grandparents. Without altering his 

novel, Stegner could have chosen to rectify the situation, to acknowledge his error, to clear 

up what Benson labels a "misunderstanding" (355), but he did not Benson describes 

Stegner as "a man who had all his life held himself to the highest standards of conduct and 

had judged others on the same basis" (355). This controversy gave him an opportunity to 

act in accordance with those standards. Instead, he responded with irritation and with 

unconvincing justifications for his behavior, thus doing what his own fictional creation, 

Lyman Ward's grandmother, had warned against; he behaved beneath himself. He also 

continued a tradition based on an attitude that women's stories are fair game for 

reinterpretation, and that the concerns of female critics, female descendants of the 

protagonists of such stories, in other words, women's concerns over the treatment of their 

stories in general, are irrelevant. 
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CONCLUSION 

In November 1999, PBS aired an ambitious and informative television special. Not for 

Ourselves Alone: The Story of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, produced 

by the reigning king of historical documentary filmmaking. Ken Bums, and his associate 

Paul Barnes. In a newspaper editorial published prior to the airing of the special, Kathleen 

Barry, who served as a consultant on the film, observed that: 

Despite new biographies and histories, a new National Women's Rights Park and 

women's studies courses featuring the history Stanton and Anthony carved into and 

out of the 19th century, little is known of them. 

Why? Precisely because these are works done about women by women. Two 

serious, well-meaning men will likely get the attention that dozens of feminist 

writers and a broad-based women's movement has not been able to achieve for 

Stanton and Anthony. They'll get this attention because they are men.' 

What Barry is saying is that no one pays attention until the story is told, or at least 

approved, by an authoritative male voice. This should not come as any surprise. Feminist 

historians and scholars of sociolinguistics have been saying it for decades, and it is 

precisely what my research into frontier women's stories showed over and over. Even if 

the male voice gets the story wrong, even if his version is in conflict with the story as told 

by the woman who actually lived it, his version is, almost invariably, the one that will be 
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believed. As Bany observes in a comment about what she calls the Tootsie Syndrome" in 

reference to the 1982 Duston Hoffman Him, it was and apparently still is "more significant 

for a man to portray a woman than for a mere woman to be one." 

In 'The Making of Not for Ourselves Alone" an epilogue to the film. Bums addresses 

this concern very briefly when he notes the conditions under which he and Barnes gathered 

material. "1 love this story," he says. "I'm actually proud to be a man involved in it, 

because in the beginning there was a sense of awkwardness" when the two male 

filmmakers arrived with their two male cameramen at the Susan B. Anthony House, which 

is entirely staffed by women. Bums continues; "It was sort of this stand-off. Then all of a 

sudden we just smiled and shrugged and went to work." He does not define who he 

means by "we," and perhaps the women of the Susan B. Anthony House are included in 

his use of that pronoun, but my mind conjures up another image. I imagine the two 

filmmakers and their cameramen arriving at the Anthony House filled with enthusiasm and 

righteous indignation, setting out to correct a terrible wrong; until Paul Barnes happened to 

pick up In Her Own Right: The Life of Elizabeth Cody Stanton by Elisabeth Griffith, 

neither Barnes nor Bums had ever heard of Stanton, whom Buras now calls "clearly the 

most important woman in American history." Barnes agrees; Stanton and Anthony 

"should not have been forgotten and why they were written out of history is beyond me." 

This is false naiVetd, but it plays well on the small screen. It is perfectly clear to any 

student of history that in most cases women have been "written out of history" as a matter 

of course; however. Bums and Bames assure us, all that will now be rectified. The notice 

that women—female writers, historians, the well-meaning staff of the Susan B. Anthony 

House—have failed to achieve for their own kind will finally be given to Stanton and 
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Anthony, thanks to the efforts of their male champions. "It had to be done," Bums 

declares. "We had to make a film and we vowed to do it." 

And it is a fine film, an important film, a thoughtful, fair, even tender tribute to two 

remarkable women, to the work they did together, and to their friendship. Not for 

Ourselves Alone takes a significant step toward filling in an important gap in American 

history by making its subject accessible and attractive to a wide audience. Yet there is no 

avoiding the fact that when Bums, whose previous efforts {The Civil War. Baseball, Lewis 

and Clark) had undeniably reinforced a masculinist view of history, turned his attention to 

Stanton and Anthony and the women's movement, he was granted an authority and respect 

for which women biographers and historians must still struggle. 

That denial of female authority and credibility is evident in the stories of all the women 

whose lives and self-representations have been examined here. The publication of Mary 

Rowlandson's and Hannah Swarton's captivity narratives was permitted, even encouraged, 

because, under the guiding hands of Increase and Cotton Mather, they produced documents 

that reinforced the dominant ideology of their culture. Hannah Duston's story was 

appropriated and revised into an object lesson, even though her character and actions did 

not meet the demands of that ideology, because it was too dramatic and well-known to be 

ignored. 

The credibility of assertive or rebellious women continued to be denied and their 

stories, when they were not ignored, were often appropriated and revised to suit the 

purposes of subsequent redactors. Hannah Duston was resurrected and danuied again by 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, then turned into a supporting player in her own drama by Henry 

David Thoreau. The angry and articulate Sarah Wakefield told her story with conviction 

but few seem to have believed her. She spoke up for the mistreated Dakotas, and during 
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her captivity she adapted her behavior too well to the Dakota way of life; but worst of all, in 

her account of what she experienced and witnessed she convincingly criticized the official 

policies and ideologies of the U. S. government and chastised other whites for their self-

serving anti-Indian attitudes. Such attitudes and outspokenness did not sit well with white 

readers. When Frederick Manfred appropriated her story a century later for his novel 

Scarlet Plume, he celebrated her political views; times had changed and the Indian was no 

longer a threat but once again a fashionably noble (and unjustly mistreated) savage. But the 

sexual revolution was also at hand, and Manfred dismissed Wakefield's avowals of 

chastity, turning her into a sexually insatiable male fantasy of the "white goddess." Though 

her published narrative was a primary source for him, the epigraphs that preface Manfred's 

novel consist of quotations from the letters of Colonel H. H. Sibley, the military leader 

whose disbelief of Wakefield's claims helped to ruin her reputation and to ensure the death 

of her Dakota rescuer. Belle Starr, the alleged outlaw queen, has been subject to so many 

revisions that the real woman has all but disappeared behind her fictional image, which 

dwarfs Manfred's version of Sarah Wakefield in its obsession with lawless sexuality. 

Even the most scholarly attempt to reconstruct her—including my own—cannot avoid 

becoming, at least to some degree, yet another recasting or reinvention of her legend. 

With Wallace Stegner's reworking of the life of Maiy Hallock Foote the pattern comes 

full circle. Like the Puritan clerics, Stegner sets himself up as judge and moral arbiter, 

condemning Foote for her sin of snobbery and punishing her fictional alter ego, and her 

real descendants, for his interpretation of her failings as a woman. As Cotton Mather 

assumed control over the captivity experiences of Hannah Duston and Hannah Swarton, so 

Stegner authorizes the version of Foote's story that is to be told. Like Mather, Stegner had 

the authority, as the recognized dean of Western writers, to be confident that his version 
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would be believed. The experiences of Foote's granddaughters, who were forced to 

respond to readers who believed Stegner's Actional account of their grandmother's 

character and behavior was completely grounded in fact, demonstrate that such was indeed 

the case. I remarked earlier on an attitude of cavalier literary machismo that seems to 

assume that women's stories are fair game, grist for the fictional mill to be utilized with 

absolute impunity and a freedom from accountability that goes beyond the concept of 

artistic license. That certainly seems to have been the case with Wallace Stegner, who felt 

free to judge Mary Hallock Foote for her presumed character flaws yet became filled with 

righteous indignation when his own ethics were called into question. 

Core attitudes seem in some ways to have changed little: Stegner's mantle of male 

authority grants him the same credibility and respect Mather counted on when he decided 

on his representation of Hannah Duston's character and adventures, and the feminist critic 

who challenges him meets with as much hostility as if she had challenged Holy Writ.^ A 

woman's sexual behavior can be interpreted or invented to suit any rhetorical purpose, 

whether it is to damn her and justify the murder of an innocent man, as happened to Sarah 

Wakefield in 1862, or to celebrate a Civil Rights-era concept of racial and sexual liberation, 

as in Frederick Manfred's 1964 novel based on her story. Or her sexuality can simply be 

the source of sensationalized entertainment, as it is primarily in the various versions of the 

legend of Belle Starr. 

The women who did their share to tame the frontier were a more varied lot than 

traditional representations have led most readers to believe. Certainly there were victims 

and sunbonneted prairie madonnas; there were also artists and outlaws, respectable ladies 

and prostitutes and righteously indignant rebels. What they wrote about themselves and 

their experiences in memoirs, fiction, captivity narratives, journals, and letters deserves 
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attention in its own right I have examined here just a few of what Sarah Wakefield called 

"true statements," women's self-representations which have served as source material for 

male writers who have been granted greater authority than those women themselves in the 

representation of their lives. If we grant artists, male or female, the right to rewrite history 

—as we do and we must, if we value artistic freedom~we should also grant women the 

right to have their own "true statements" heard. We can enjoy the fictions, recognizing that 

they are fictions, but we should pay at least equal attention to the stories behind the stories. 
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