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Halfway Across That Line: Gender 
at the Threshold of History in the 
North American Wests

February 9, 2016

There is a scene in my favorite movie, Lone Star, which compresses the so-
cial and spatial boundary lines of western history. Lone Star, according to 
writer/director John Sayles, is “a story about borders.” “In a metaphorical 
sense,” Sayles elaborated, a border “can be any of the symbols that we erect 
between one another—sex, class, race, age.”1 Eagle Pass, Texas, where Lone 
Star was filmed, becomes the fictional town of Frontera—“frontier,” in the 
sense of border. The Anglo minority there has long dominated the ethnic 
Mexican majority and the smaller African American community. Borders 
there both exclude and protect—the international border, the racial neigh-
borhoods and cafes, the intimate boundaries of sex, the narrative lines of 
contested histories, of personal lives and public stories.

At one point in the film, Sheriff Sam Deeds drives across the bridge 
to Mexico to speak to Chucho Montoya, “El Rey de las Llantas” (The King 
of the Tires), who, he has heard, witnessed a long-buried murder. As they 
chat at one of “El Rey’s” tire lots, Deeds broaches the murder. Montoya re-
sponds: “You the sheriff of Rio County, right? Un jefe muy respetado.” He 
bends down and draws a line on the ground with a Coke bottle, mimick-
ing the line in the sand that William Travis reportedly drew at the Alamo. 
“Step over this line,” he says. Sam obliges. “Ay, que milagro!” Montoya 
exclaims. “You’re not the Sheriff of nothing anymore—just some Tejano 
with a lot of questions I don’t have to answer. Bird flying south—you think 
he sees that line? Rattlesnake, javelina—whatever you got—halfway across 
that line they don’t start thinking different. So why should a man?”  
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Sam responds, “Your government’s always been pretty happy to have 
that line. The question’s just been where to draw it.”  

	 “My government can go fuck itself,” retorts Chucho. “And so can 
yours. I’m talking about people here—men. Mi amigo Eladio Cruz is giv-
ing some friends of his a lift in his camion one day. . . .”  

And the scene fades to a day some decades past, as young Chucho 
Montoya crouched beside a bridge and watched then-sheriff Charlie Wade 
shoot Eladio Cruz, who was changing a tire in the middle of the bridge 
while smuggling friends across the border.2 The bridge that might have 
been the threshold to another country became a wall for his friends, and a 
dead end for Eladio Cruz. 

Halfway across that bridge, did Chucho Montoya start thinking dif-
ferently? Perhaps he glimpsed the value of a tire. 

“The symbols that we erect between one another”
The visual metaphors in Lone Star mirror the structural metaphors of 
this book and of the 2015 Western History Association conference theme, 
“Thresholds, Walls, and Bridges.” The bridge evokes for me Cherrie 
Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa’s pathbreaking anthology, This Bridge 
Called My Back, about the exclusionary terrains of race and gender, and 
the personal costs of bridging them.3 Sayles, Anzaldúa, and feminist lit-
erary scholar Carolyn Heilbrun led me to the metaphor of the threshold. 
Anzaldúa suggested in This Bridge We Call Home that bridging led to an 
uncertain threshold. “To step across the threshold,” she wrote, “is to be 
stripped of the illusion of safety because it moves us into unfamiliar terri-
tory and does not grant us safe passage. To bridge is to attempt commun-
ity, and for that we must risk. . . .”4 Heilbrun insisted in Writing a Woman’s 
Life that narrative in any story is more important than actors, and that 
narrative conventions constrained how women could tell their lives.5 A 
decade later, she wrote in Women’s Lives that the feminist movement had 
taken women’s narratives to a liminal threshold, “poised upon uncertain 
ground” akin to “leaving one country or condition or self and entering 
upon another.”6  

“Leaving one country” does not lead directly to a new self, or a new 
history. As Chucho Montoya insisted, patterns of thought don’t change 
as people cross borders. It is harder to bridge nations’ histories than their 
borders, and harder still to connect the histories of nations or regions with 
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the stories of people. Even after new actors cross into histories, it takes a 
while to change the story. 

This is a reflection about adding women to history and changing the 
story—about what has changed and what hasn’t since women began cross-
ing the lines of western history, and about what might come next. 

“I’m talking about people here—men.”
When Chucho Montoya said, “I’m talking about people here—men,” he 
could have been talking about the history books of my Texas childhood. 
I got a pretty good education in the Galveston public schools in the 1950s 
and 1960s, but my required Texas history classes sat far removed from 
where I lived. I learned linear tales of battles, dates, and politics, with a 
limited cast of generals and governors. In grade seven we memorized the 
governors’ names, so I met Miriam “Ma” Ferguson, then the only woman 
who had served as governor, who famously promised that if elected she 
would take the advice of her recently impeached husband, thus giving 
Texans “two governors for the price of one.”7 Ma Ferguson knew her place. 

The Galveston of my childhood believed in a place for every-
one—African Americans in the back of the bus and in separate schools 
named Booker T. Washington and George Washington Carver; Mexican 
Americans in informally semi-segregated classrooms in schools named 
for battles and heroes in the Texas War for Independence from Mexico: 
Alamo, Travis, San Jacinto, Sam Houston, Bowie, Crockett, and Stephen 
F. Austin. Men in the history books, women—at least White women—at 
home.8 It unsettled folks when people were not where they were supposed 
to be, doing what they were supposed to do. My mother’s career as a doctor 
unsettled other women, who told me my Mom was “unnatural.” Yet the 
history classes of my childhood seemed natural to me—history was about 
states, about ancient Rome, the United States, and Texas; it was made by 
powerful people, mostly White, mostly men. 

Except for Mr. Bell in grade eight, all my history teachers were women. 
I don’t know if they wondered why there were no women in our textbooks. 
I didn’t.

Nor did I plan to study women’s history. My first year of graduate 
school I resented being assigned what I called the “women” papers—
about Margaret Fuller, brilliant transcendentalist and feminist, and Kate 
Chopin, whose literature was being rediscovered. Then a weird thing hap-
pened—I began to feel connected to my work in some indefinable new 
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way. One day in the University of Michigan History Department, I told a 
friend I was really getting into women’s history. A senior historian stuck 
his head out his office door and intoned: “Women’s history? That’s just the 
history of dishwashing!”

I had run into the analytic wall separating the private domestic space 
gendered female, and therefore trivial and ahistorical, from the public 
arenas of consequential acts gendered male. The histories preserved in fe-
male spaces became “individual memory,” “family stories,” or “lore”; those 
told in masculine public arenas became “collective memory” or “history.” 
The wall that separated dishwashing from history erected what Sarah 
Carter has called “categories and terrains of exclusion.”9 Social histories 
have unsettled the lines between histories of places and histories of people, 
creating tense connections between histories of the West and histories of 
people and social relationships in the West. The challenge remains, from 
the thresholds between private and public, people and states, to imagine 
new categories and terrains of inclusion. 

Gender has been most successfully incorporated at the centers of west-
ern history in studies of the fur trade, but that focus has been harder to 
maintain once nations claimed the spotlight.10 Some four decades of schol-
arship on western women and gender occupies center stage in women’s 
history and gender history classrooms, but rarely in western history.11  

Still, we’ve made progress. Lots of women have invaded the andro-
centric mythic West that my generation inherited. Most western histor-
ians acknowledge women in western history; most of us have added some 
women to our courses and textbooks. We began by adding women to the 
histories we knew, the Wests of national expansion and frontier opportun-
ity. To Lewis and Clark, we could add Sacagawea; to David Thompson, add 
Charlotte Small. To frontier opportunity, add the first woman suffrage vic-
tories, in Wyoming in 1869, Utah in 1870, and the three Prairie Provinces 
in 1916. This was the stage in reconceiving history often caricatured as 
“add a woman and stir.”12 When we stirred, we found that it took decades 
of women’s work to gain the hard-won ballot. Stirring again, we asked if 
votes alone defined opportunity, and what most women did when they 
weren’t fighting for suffrage. One more stir took us beyond the frontiers of 
national expansion to the Indigenous people on the other side of frontier 
lines, presumably enduring what Elliott West called their “long centuries 
of boredom waiting for invaders from the East to show up.”13 They took 
us to new conceptual frameworks like conquest and settler colonialism, 
and to Indigenous and settler women’s distinct roles bridging cultures or 
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erecting racial differences.14 Yet, as Heilbrun cautioned, adding actors did 
not automatically change the story.

Several years ago, I did some crude measures of women’s representa-
tion in six textbooks: two Western history texts, two U.S. surveys, and two 
Canadian.15 Senior feminist scholars co-authored three of them. All six 
texts had added women, but they remained vastly outnumbered, especial-
ly in the western histories, where the populations resembled the skewed 
sex ratios of cattle drives or gold camps: only 7–9 percent of the people 
in the indexes were women. Adding the pages that clearly contained con-
tent in gender or women’s history, women’s representation ranged from a 
low of 6 percent to the high teens.16 These figures are imprecise; they are 
skewed by different indexing systems, page duplications, and counting as 
whole pages any page on which a woman appeared. I am not impugning 
the authors, who I respect and who worked to include women—in one 
case with my clearly imperfect advice. But adding women to histories of 
nations or the West does not in itself change the narratives, and imagining 
inclusive narratives is much harder than adding women to history. The 
limits of inclusion highlight the categories and frameworks that privilege 
specific arenas, actors, and acts.

“Step over this line.”
I’ve been wrestling with these challenges for some time, in a project that 
follows an unruly cast of women through the Dakota-Manitoba border-
lands and tries to bring place and gender into common focus. A few stories 
from one small place and time in the West illustrate the ways that women 
strain western and national histories and suggest some possible categories 
of inclusion.

Sometime in the spring of 1884, Mary J. Rushton left her parents’ 
home in Nova Scotia and traveled west to Manitoba. Turning south, she 
crossed the line into Dakota Territory, and on June 16 declared her in-
tention “to renounce forever all allegiance and fidelity” to “The Queen of 
England” and become a U.S. citizen. In early 1885 she moved onto 160 
acres in Bottineau County and filed her Homestead Application, swearing 
that she was “over the age of 21” and a single woman. She had paid $150 for 
a frame house and barn, had sunk a well, and had broken approximately 
ten acres. She valued these improvements at $200.17

Mary Rushton became a U.S. citizen on August 9, 1889. Exactly one 
year later she filed her final proof statement to gain title to her land. She 
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had, by then, claimed a second quarter section under the Timber Culture 
Act, which required her to plant ten acres in trees.18 She had, she said, lived 
continuously in her two-room frame house, had raised wheat and oats for 
four years, cultivated a garden, and dug a second well. She owned a horse, 
bed, bedding, table, chairs, stove, and cooking utensils. She had not been 
regularly employed, she wrote, but “would help a neighbor occasionally” 
who lived three-fourths of a mile away. Exercising her new citizenship, she 
had voted in the “last school election.” Such are the bare facts of six years 
of her life that Mary Rushton recorded in her homestead claim file.19 

Rushton was one of 773 women who filed final proofs for their North 
Dakota homesteads within two decades after the Devils Lake Land Office 
opened on August 21, 1883.20 Devils Lake handled claims for north cen-
tral North Dakota: for Ramsey Country, where the Land Office was lo-
cated, and Eddy, Wells, Benson, Pierce, McHenry, Bottineau, Rolette, 
Towner, and Cavalier counties (see Chapter 9, Figure 9.2, page 233). Land 
opened for settlement as Indigenous people were pushed onto the Devils 
Lake (now Spirit Lake) Sioux Reservation, established in 1867, and the 
Turtle Mountain Chippewa Reservation, established in 1882. More land 
became available as these reservations were carved into privately owned 
allotments under the 1887 Dawes Act. Within twenty years, 7,548 people 
had filed their final proof statements in the Devils Lake Land Office. One 
in ten (773) were women—almost two-thirds of whom were naturalized 
citizens.21 At least 123 (16 percent) were Canadian, 145 (19 percent) were 
Norwegian, and 273 (35 percent) were native-born Americans.22 

For many Canadian women, the lure lay in subtle differences between 
Canadian and U.S. land policies. The 1862 U.S. Homestead Act and the 
1872 Canadian Dominion Lands Act were similar in most respects. Both 
offered homesteaders 160 acres; both charged a small filing fee, required 
claimants to live on their land part of the year and put it to productive use. 
Both appeared surprisingly egalitarian. Section Two of the Homestead Act 
clarified in unusually gender-inclusive language: “That the person apply-
ing for the benefit of this act shall, upon application to the register of the 
land office in which he or she is about to make such entry, make affidavit 
before the said register or receiver that he or she is the head of a family, or 
is twenty-one years or more of age,” and “that such application is made 
for his or her exclusive use and benefit. . . .” (italics added). Beyond this, 
women had only to swear that they were unmarried when they filed their 
claims, or, if married, that they were the sole support of their families, and 
that they were or had declared their “intention to become” U.S. citizens. 
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Canada, too, initially offered homesteads to “any person who is the head of 
a family or has attained the age of twenty-one years who is a subject of Her 
Majesty by birth or naturalization.” But in 1876, the law was changed to 
restrict homesteads to “[a]ny person, male or female, who is the sole head 
of a family, or any male who has attained the age of eighteen years.”23 (ital-
ics added). Until 1930, a Canadian woman could homestead independ-
ently only if widowed, divorced, deserted, or separated, and then only if 
she also had a minor child living with her and solely dependent on her for 
support. From 1876–1930, a gendered border divided unmarried women’s 
access to homesteads in Canada and the United States.24   

 
Figure 13.1. “Homestead sod shack of Ambjør Hagen, Grandfield Township, Eddy 
County, N.D.,” [189-?]. S. A. Olsness Photograph Collection, Mss 220.4.7. Photo courtesy 
of the Institute for Regional Studies, NDSU, Fargo. Ambjør Hagen, a Norwegian 
immigrant, filed the final proof for her homestead on April 10, 1896 at age 61; she 
received the title to her land on May 2, 1896. Ambjør Hagen Homestead Claim File, file 
1672, box 642, Records of the Devils Lake Land Office (1884–1913), Records of North 
Dakota Land Offices, Records of the Bureau of Land Management, 1685–1993, Record 
Group 49, National Archives and Records Administration (Washington, DC).
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It would be a mistake, though, to overstate the differences between 
the nations on either side of that border. Both offered homesteads and 
restricted Indigenous Peoples to reservations and reserves to serve their 
nation-building aspirations. The Homestead Act, Dominion Lands Act, 
and Dawes Act all inscribed the values of private property, patriarchy, and 
monogamous nuclear families.25 All presumed that the head of a family 
was male, unless no man were present. Both Canada and the U.S. want-
ed White women to bring their civilizing influence to their Wests. Both 
recruited homesteading families; they chose different means to attract un-
married women. The United States offered homesteads; Canada recruited 
domestic servants from Britain and Scandinavia.26 Both hoped that the 
women who came would marry, bear children, and help build western 
farms and communities. Three in ten women (225) in the Devils Lake co-
hort did just that, marrying before gaining title to their land. About as 
many, 228, remained single; 274 (35 percent) were widows.27

Although the 49th Parallel served as the threshold to land for single 
Canadian women, the border they crossed and the land they claimed 
meant different things to women who shared Canadian “nationality.” 
British North America became the Dominion of Canada only sixteen 
years before the Devils Lake Land Office opened. “Canadian” women had 
diverse identities and reasons to claim U.S. citizenship. Mary Rushton was 
among the youngest, claiming land just after her twenty-first birthday. 
The oldest, Margaret Belgarde, had crossed the border four decades be-
fore. Born in the Red River settlement in 1794, Marguerite Dufort married 
Alexis Belgarde in 1814. The Belgardes moved south across an indistinct 
border to Pembina in 1844, twenty-three years before Confederation and 
twenty-eight years before the 49th Parallel was surveyed between Manitoba 
and Dakota Territory.28    

The North West Company had established a trading post in 1797 
at the junction of the Red and Pembina Rivers, and, later, a second post 
at Pembina that Alexander Henry ran from 1801 to 1805.29 Métis des-
cendants of British and French fur traders and Indigenous mothers, and 
their Ojibwe, Cree, and Assiniboine maternal kin staged buffalo hunts 
from there to provision the fur trade.30 The Pembina post closed in 1823. 
Norman Kittson opened a new fur trade post on the site in 1844, perhaps 
inspiring the Belgardes’ move that year.31

Six years later the census listed Alexis as a carpenter; he died in 1852. 
Marguerite lived in Pembina County with her son’s family until the early 
1880s. Then, in 1884 she filed her intention to become a U.S. citizen and 
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moved onto her own homestead in Bottineau County. Her final proof pa-
pers, filed in August 1889, listed her age as 106, but she was likely only 95, 
living in a log house on her homestead with her daughter. She died four 
years later.32

Colonial settler societies were mapped in gendered and racialized 
spaces. Marguerite Belgarde did not support dependent minor children; 
she could not claim land in Canada. Her homestead reflected gendered ac-
cess to land, and the contested categories of race and citizenship in the U.S.-
Canada borderlands. Over half the Canadian women located their home-
steads in two counties just south of the 49th Parallel: in Rolette County, site 
of the Turtle Mountain Chippewa Reservation, or in Bottineau County.33 
Most appear to have been Anglo Canadians, but a combination of fac-
tors drew Belgarde and other Métis, as the buffalo trade collapsed, and 
the failed armed resistance of 1885 cemented Anglo Canadian authority 
north of the border. I cannot determine how many of the 773 women were 
Métis, but Marguerite Belgarde was not alone. Many Métis moved to the 
Turtle Mountain area in Rolette County in 1883, when the Land Office 
opened, the year after the Turtle Mountain Chippewa Reservation was 
established. By 1884, over 1,200 Métis lived around Turtle Mountain.34

More Rolette County homesteads became available after the U.S. 
government cut the Turtle Mountain Reservation from twenty-two town-
ships to two while limiting access to Chippewa “full bloods.”35 Barred in 
Canada from receiving Métis scrip because they were “U.S. Indians” and 
hindered from settling on the Turtle Mountain Reservation because they 
were not “full-blood Chippewas,” some Métis adapted to the new racial 
and national boundaries by claiming homesteads in an area where they 
had long hunted, trapped, and traded, and where they could live among 
Métis and Indigenous kin.36 

The citizenship requirement that Canadian women satisfied to claim 
their land skirted the complex racial ethnic categories of two nations and 
more subtle identities that linked and separated the incoming settlers, 
Indigenous people already there, like the Pembina Chippewas, whose an-
cestors had migrated to the area in the 1400s, and newcomers like the 
Dakotas, pushed west by European Americans.37 The U.S. was chal-
lenged to fit Métis into binary racial categories. In 1870 the Secretary 
of the Interior appointed C. W. McIntyre to “investigate allegations of 
the fraudulent issue of scrip under the 1863 treaty” with the Pembina 
Band of Chippewa. Only “mixed bloods residing with the Red Lake and 
Pembina Indians at the date of the treaty who were connected with them 
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by blood” were supposed to receive scrip; “all such as were foreign born” 
were to be “excluded.”38 Though she was “foreign born,” Marguerite 
(Dufort) Belgarde “was on the 1868 annuity list” for the Pembina band. 
Four of her children and her son-in-law also claimed annuities and were 
deemed Pembina Chippewa. But three Belgarde sons, Joseph, Theodore, 
and Augustin were denied scrip as “Assiniboine/Sioux living in the Turtle 
Mountains.” So was one son-in-law, whom McIntyre found to be “Sioux 
½ breed—not good,” although his mother was Pembina Métis.39 Such slip-
pery racial categories skirted longstanding ties among Métis and their 
mothers’ Indigenous kin. 

The international boundary and U.S. law allowed unmarried Métis 
women to claim homesteads. For the women themselves, Métis iden-
tity was likely more important than national citizenship. Months before 
the Devils Lake Land Office opened, on April 15, 1883, a sixty-year-old 
“American born” widow, Marguerite Azure, moved onto a homestead claim 
in Rolette County. A brief comment on her homestead application linked 
the modest plot to rapidly constricting Indigenous space. Azure swore on 
May 22, 1890, that the land she claimed was “not improved, occupied or 
claimed by Native born Indian or half Breeds of the United States,” [sic]—
an ironic claim, since Azure was Pembina Métis.40 Her homestead claim, 
like Belgarde’s, evaded preoccupations with blood quantum, birthplace, 
citizenship, and national residence that determined what the Canadian 
and U.S. governments considered they owed Indigenous peoples or “half 
breeds.”41  

As they crossed the property lines of their homesteads, Azure, 
Belgarde, and other Métis homesteaders claimed more than private prop-
erty: they gained proximity to kin and to a Métis community that had 
spanned the northern Plains long before the 49th Parallel bisected it. They 
used U.S. law to claim homesteads, but I doubt that their chief goals were 
new national identities. Marguerite Azure spoke for many homestead-
ing women. “I make this entry,” she said simply, “for my own benefit & 
children.”42  

Many Rolette County children knew another woman who further 
complicates what private property meant for homesteaders and their 
Indigenous neighbors. On June 25, 1888, Rose M. Sheridan claimed a 
quarter section in Rolette County; she filed her final proof statement on 
November 23, 1893. Born in Ireland, Sheridan immigrated to the United 
States with her family at age two. Her homestead prospered: she farmed 
120 acres and valued her land, log house, and stable at $660. Perhaps land 
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drew Rose Sheridan to Rolette County; perhaps she came for the job that 
helped support her claim. She lived on her homestead, she wrote, except 
“when my duties called me away as Superintendent and teacher at the mis-
sion school of the Turtle Mountain reservation. . . .”43  

Whichever came first—Sheridan’s job or her homestead—their com-
bined significance mattered enormously. The national policies that sup-
ported family farms and nuclear families generated different options for 
women who homesteaded independently or as wives; for Norwegian or 
Anglo Canadian settlers; for Métis, for whom “settling” meant making 
the best of constricting options; and for their Indigenous neighbors, 
whose allotments tied them to vastly shrinking territories. Government 
employees and missionaries worked to reverse Indigenous divisions of 
labor by giving Indigenous men agricultural equipment, stock, seeds, and 
legal title to family farms. Sheridan’s job at the Turtle Mountain mission 
school likely included teaching her pupils the values of private property, 
Christianity, monogamy, and patriarchal nuclear families. She would 
seek to change Indigenous concepts of kinship, marriage, and divorce, to 
eliminate concepts of third genders, to inculcate binary heterosexual roles 
and sexualities. The girls would learn “proper” housework, the boys, farm-
ing—though Rose Sheridan was single and managed her own farm, and 
though many Indigenous women farmed.44  

One of the best-known accounts of Indigenous women’s agriculture 
came from a Hidatsa woman named Mahidiweash (or Maxidiwiac), 
known in English as Buffalo Bird Woman, who traced Hidatsa origins to 
Miniwakan, or Spirit Lake, next to the Devils Lake Land Office.45 Born in 
1839 or 1840 at the mouth of the Knife River “three years after the small-
pox winter” killed over half the Hidatsa and perhaps seven-eighths of the 
Mandan, her people moved with the surviving Mandans to a new village 
at Like-a-fishhook bend. They lived there until 1885, “when,” she said, “the 
government began to place families on allotments” at the Fort Berthold 
Indian Reservation.46 Presbyterian minister and anthropologist Gilbert L. 
Wilson recorded her history at Fort Berthold from 1906–1918 and pub-
lished it in two volumes, Buffalo Bird Woman’s Garden and Waheenee: An 
Indian Girl’s Story.47

For Wilson, Mahidiweash represented the “old ways” being replaced 
by Christianity and “civilized” gender roles. Her assessment was more 
nuanced. As Hidatsa men learned to farm, Mahidiweash told Wilson 
that “White men knew nothing about our gardens. We knew all this I tell 
you, since the world began.” Whites, she said, brought new seeds for oats, 
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wheat, watermelons, and onions, but also weeds, like thistle and mustard, 
and vegetables she considered inferior, like turnips and big squashes.48 
Wilson’s field notes recorded her views of the changes brought by mis-
sionaries, government personnel, and traders:

In old times, and even when I was young, it was hard for 
us to get tools; and house-building of any kind was hard work. 
Now we can build a house of any shape we wish, and tools are 
easy to get. In this respect our new way of living is better than 
the old.

On the otherhand [sic], we had plenty to eat and wear 
then, abundance of meat and fur robes and tanned skins. We 
did not have to buy food with money, and the new food that 
white men have brought us, and their diseases, cause our peo-
ple to die. In olden days we did not thus die. 

Neither do I like white men’s laws. I do not understand 
them nor know how to make them rule my life.

I think also that it is a very hard thing for us to have to let 
our children be taken from us and sent away to school where 
we cannot see them.49 

This complex judgment appeared in neither of Wilson’s published vol-
umes. It did not support the path to assimilation that Wilson assumed 
and for which Rose Sheridan labored. 

Mary Rushton, Margaret Belgarde, Marguerite Azure, Rose Sheridan, 
and Mahidiweash—five women in one place and time in the North 
American West, separated by distinct gender systems, nationalities, ra-
cial ethnic cultures, classes, spiritual practices, ages, and much more. That 
they lived in proximity was, for some, the consequence of birth; for some, 
the intimate legacy of the fur trade; for some, the limits of their options 
elsewhere coupled with the policies of settler colonialism and national ex-
pansion. The fact that they were unmarried women shaped their options, 
inscribed in national land policies, borders, and survey lines. We can fit 
them into the history of westward expansion, but that narrative can’t hold 
their diversity. They challenge us to imagine narratives that respect and 
link their diverse stories—to add women to western history and then go 
further, to explore the distinct ways they experienced history and made it.



35513 | Halfway Across That Line

Guns to Butter
Most women have not made it into history, even interesting women like 
Rushton, Belgarde, Azure, and Sheridan on the standard homesteading 
frontier. They owe their absences, in part, to gendered assumptions about 
where history was made, whose acts were important, whose stories worth 
saving, and to gendered historical categories. 

In 1986 William Cronon, Howard Lamar, Katherine Morrissey, and 
Jay Gitlin identified frameworks and categories of western history that ex-
cluded women. Chief among these was the frontier, defined by masculine 
economies: the fur trade, mining, ranching, and farming.50 There was no 
gardeners’ frontier, no hide tanners’ frontier, no missionaries’ frontier, no 
butter, or poultry frontier. 

Women made a mess of masculine resource frontiers. We found them 
gardening in mining towns, raising poultry on ranches, making but-
ter for the fur trade in the Fort Vancouver dairy.51 Ojibwe and Hidatsa 
women farmed; Pueblo women raised turkeys; ranch women used the 
money from their chickens, eggs, and butter to buy livestock, windmills, 
flour, and gasoline.52 Around Devils Lake, women farmed, raised poultry, 
manufactured butter and pemmican, processed hides, gardened, canned, 
and supported their homesteads washing dishes in hotels, or, like Mary 
Rushton, when she “would help a neighbor occasionally.” 

Women’s paid and unpaid labor was similar in each resource econ-
omy—they cooked, cleaned, raised and processed fruits and vegetables, 
made clothing, kept poultry, made butter, hauled fuel and water, engaged 
in sex, did laundry, and washed dishes. As they gathered, raised, pre-
served, and prepared food, women created the human energy that enabled 
hunters, trappers, miners, lumberjacks, ranch hands, and threshing crews 
to harvest western resources. When the state provided resources, like land 
for homesteads and railroad construction, those contributions were called 
infrastructure. Women’s labor produced the social and economic infra-
structure of western mines, farms, ranches, fur trades, lumber mills, and 
communities. 

Women on the egg and butter frontiers of settler colonialism or-
ganized through the Grange and Farmers’ Alliance in the U.S. and the 
Women Grain Growers and United Farm Women of Alberta (UFWA) in 
Canada to protect their cash-producing butter. Women helped win the 
Federal Oleomargarine Act of 1886 that decreased the manufacture of 
U.S. oleomargarine for almost a decade, and the more successful 1886 
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Act of Parliament that outlawed margarine until 1917, and again from 
1924–1948.53 The Women Grain Growers and the UFWA campaigned for 
woman suffrage, farm women’s property rights, reproductive rights, rural 
childcare, affordable medical care, and more. Despite their activism, hist-
ories chronicle the wheat pools that the male Grain Growers and United 
Farmers of Alberta established, but histories seldom mention that the 
UFWA created the first Egg and Poultry Pool in Canada.54 Their activism 
fell at one end of a spectrum that ranged from individual resistance, like 
refusing to wash the dishes or asking a man to change a diaper, to organ-
ized collective action. 

Dishwashing, in other words, was neither ahistorical nor separate from 
the public arenas of men’s labor or of state and community formation. It 
got erased through social convention and public policies that privileged 
male sources that recorded women’s homestead claims only because they 
were unmarried, or that prevented married women from incorporating 
the schools, libraries, hospitals, and churches they organized, so that their 
husbands’ names appeared on the legal documents historians consulted to 
identify community leaders. 

Class and race erased other women’s activism. Maternal concerns in-
spired May McConaghy Wing (1890-1980), who lived most of her nine 
decades in hardrock mining towns. She started the hot school lunch pro-
gram in Victor, Colorado, run by women volunteers who, she said, “washed 
dishes and they helped make sandwiches and they helped cook.”55 The 
building that hosted high school basketball games had no bathrooms, so 
that the boys relieved themselves outside in a cold alley and her son, James, 
“every year, had one cold right after the other.” So, May Wing organized a 
mothers’ “executive meeting” that “brought it to the PTA,” which got the 
school system to install indoor plumbing and provide an apartment for a 
custodian to keep the pipes from freezing.56

Half a century later, Latina environmental justice activists organized 
the Mothers of East Los Angeles, using skills they learned in church work 
and the PTA to keep a prison, a hazardous waste incinerator, a waste treat-
ment plant, and an above-ground oil pipeline out of their neighborhood. 
Then they distributed free low-flush toilets, fought against classroom 
overcrowding, opened a non-profit meat market to fund scholarships, and 
more.57 Such social activism made a critical difference in under-served 
working-class and racial ethnic communities. The women who organized 
egg and poultry pools, cooked hot school lunches, and learned their or-
ganizing skills at the PTA were not mere “social dishwashers.” They were 
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activists: community organizers, civic leaders, and institution builders. 
Rethinking the labels and categories of women’s community and domes-
tic labor opens categories of inclusion in histories of western economic 
development and community formation. 

As we hear women’s stories on their own terms, the arenas and sub-
jects of history expand. I went to Cripple Creek long ago to learn about 
unions and strikes and found women whose lives centered on family, who 
led me to private arenas of reproduction, sexuality, and abuse even more 
hidden from history than women’s work and activism. Though much cur-
rent U.S. political discourse concerns the public regulation of marriage, 
sexuality, and reproduction, those topics remain largely disconnected 
from U.S. history and western history. 

In 1979, I sat with 85-year-old Beulah Pryor in her Colorado Springs 
living room, as she taught me to make rag rugs, fed me homemade gin-
ger cookies and lemonade, and remembered running for help the night 
her stepfather threatened to shoot her mother. Neighboring miners called 
the police and persuaded Beulah Pryor’s mother to leave her abusive hus-
band by promising to board with her so she could feed her children.58 
That personal local approach to domestic violence is not yet connected to 
the more recent history of battered women’s shelters, nor is domestic vio-
lence linked to the violence of vigilantes, gunslingers, and wars. Although 
Canadian historians have contrasted the Canadian West of “peace, order, 
and good government” to a violent U.S. West, that debatable distinction 
excludes domestic violence and the abuse Indigenous children suffered in 
the residential schools that so pained Buffalo Bird Woman.59

“Winners Get the Bragging Rights. . .” 
Historical silences and erasures matter. Almost every woman I’ve inter-
viewed began by saying “Why do you want to talk to me? I didn’t do any-
thing.” They couldn’t locate themselves in the histories they knew. And 
yet, like May Wing, they knew what they had done—they just didn’t think 
a historian would care. Three years after we met, May Wing voiced the 
challenge that still animates my work. “I lived the history that I can tell,” 
she said. “And of course, the history today, in books that’s written a lot, is 
not really the true thing, as it was lived.”60  

Histories “in books” stopped short of the domestic threshold. In the 
formative narrative of the American West, Frederick Jackson Turner 
wrote that “Complex society” was “precipitated by the wilderness into a 



THRESHOLDS, WALLS, AND BRIDGES358

kind of primitive organization based on the family.” History progressed 
as “primitive peoples” became “new nations” and moved from “families 
into states.”61 Among the constraints on women’s narratives that Carolyn 
Heilbrun identified were the “limited plots and conventions of romance,” 
like the Cinderella narrative in which a long foreground waiting for 
Prince Charming led quickly to “and they lived happily ever after.”62 In 
Cinderella’s plot, women disappeared when Prince Charming arrived. In 
Turner’s, they disappeared with complex society, with the state. These nar-
rative conventions help explain why it has been easier to focus on women 
and families before the nation states of North American solidified their 
borders and authority. 

A number of assumptions wall women, and most men, out of hist-
ory: that the subject of history is the nation state; that kinship and family 
are more primitive social forms than governments; that private life is less 
important, historically, than battles and elections. These assumptions are 
reinforced by the teleologies of progress, demanding that “civilization” 
overtake “savagery,” and that homesteaders spend the rest of their lives 
happily farming their hard-won acres.

Those assumptions and conventions pushed Buffalo Bird Woman to 
the margins of history, because Gilbert Wilson either couldn’t hear the 
stories she told, or could not fit them into the stories he knew or wanted 
to tell. Wilson also interviewed her brother, Henry Wolf Chief, and her 
son, Edward Goodbird. Mahidiweash spoke Hidatsa; Goodbird and Wolf 
Chief learned English. Goodbird became a minister, Wolf Chief a store-
keeper. Wilson published Goodbird: The Indian and Waheenee to intro-
duce Christian children to Indigenous people.63 Differences of gender and 
generation separated Goodbird and his mother on the historical trajectory 
that Wilson assumed was civilizing and progressive. 

The narrative Wilson wrote did not fit Mahidiweash’s experience, 
her concept of history, or her interpretations of progress. It corseted her 
life into a combined Turnerian and Cinderella narrative—a long tale of 
girlhood that ended with her first marriage to Magpie, his death, and 
her second marriage to Son-of-a-Star, followed by a hunting trip and 
Goodbird’s birth, and then a fast flyover to the voice of a dying tradition. 
That narrative implicitly supported a Turnerian trajectory from “a primi-
tive social organization based on the family” to assimilation, to the nation. 

In the process it deleted much rich detail in Wilson’s field notes. In 
the story of Buffalo Bird Woman’s first marriage, he accurately reported 
that her younger sister Cold Medicine accompanied her in the ritual of 
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taking gifts to Magpie’s family, but he never explained that they were both 
marrying Magpie, as was the custom.64 Mahidiweash told Wilson:

. . . I lived with my husband, for two years, when my fa-
ther gave my sister also to my husband. . . .

Tho my sister and I had both gone to call Magpie to his 
lodge, yet he did not take my younger sister until my father 
said, “Take this one also as your wife.”

My sister however had been given to him only about a 
month, when she ran away with a man named Bush. They did 
not try to escape to another village, just went to another lodge 
in our village. My younger sister just left us one night, that 
was all.65  

“In old times,” she said, “we thought that a wife had a right to divorce her-
self from her husband just as the husband had the right to separate from 
her if he chose.”66

Wilson’s story most differed from Buffalo Bird Woman’s regarding 
the trajectories of change. Mahidiweash did not think education and 
Christianity brought unqualified progress. She told Wilson, “In old days, 
mothers watched their daughters very carefully, and girls did not give 
birth to babies before marriage. But after schools were started on this res-
ervation, then our daughters began to have babies before marriage, for 
they now learned English ways.”67 

Wilson concluded Buffalo Bird Woman’s story with words that I have 
not found in his field notes: 

I am an old woman now. The buffaloes and black-tail deer 
are gone, and our Indian ways are almost gone . . .

My little son grew up in the white man’s school. He can 
read books, and he owns cattle and has a farm. He is a leader 
among our Hidatsa people, helping teach them to follow the 
white man’s road. 

. . . Our Indian life, I know, is gone forever.68 

Through Wilson’s filters, Buffalo Bird Woman became the voice of a dying 
tradition. Goodbird learned English, converted to Christianity, owned 
cattle and a farm. He could join a mainstream history; his mother was 
a prelude to national progress. The imperatives of “civilization” moved 
Mahidiweash from collective gardens and lodges that women owned, 
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from a matrilineal household to an isolated nuclear family on a farm to 
which her son held title. 

Buffalo Bird Woman was marginalized on the same terms as many 
immigrant women, who stayed home while their children and husbands 
learned English in schools, jobs, and marketplaces. Preserving family 
histories, food, rituals, holidays, languages, and customs, they were deni-
grated as ignorant and unacculturated. Other women who built schools, 
churches, and libraries became too civilized, unfit for the rigors of an un-
tamed land, or drags who wanted men to bathe, shave, stop drinking and 
philandering, go to church, and settle down.69 Their stories became private 
family tales, not history. 

Mary Rushton, Margaret Belgarde, Marguerite Azure, Rose Sheridan, 
Mahidiweash, May Wing, and Beulah Pryor are just a few of the diverse 
western women whose histories we’ve recovered. Some of their stories be-
longed to specific times and particular Wests; some experiences crossed 
the lines of nation, class, and race. Their complex variety can help us 
discern what has been particular about place and gender in the North 
American Wests, and what histories might bridge social, spatial, and na-
tional divides. 

The impediments to those histories are significant. It is not easy to find 
narrative forms for separate but connected stories. It is hard to confront 
histories in which differences of gender, race, and nationality were forged 
through power and domination. To bridge these human and conceptual 
divides demands unsettling the categories and terrains of the histories we 
know. It also entails practical issues of power. States, after all, fund hist-
ory programs, adopt the textbooks, and rarely want cherished histories 
unsettled. 

Returning once more to Lone Star, a scene at a PTA meeting captured 
these struggles over content, as angry parents confronted school person-
nel about what their children learned in Texas history classes. 

An impassioned Anglo mother exclaims, “You’re just tearin’ every-
thing down! Tearin’ down our heritage, tearin’ down the memory of 
people that fought and died for this land.” A Chicano father responds, 
“We fought and died for this land, too! We fought the U.S. Army, the Texas 
Rangers.” An Anglo father interrupts: “Yeah, but you lost, buddy! Winners 
get the bragging rights, that’s how it goes.” 

Histories of winners and losers establish power, but they don’t explain 
the Wests we inhabit, told from all sides of the history. It is those alternate 
stories that the Anglo father in Lone Star wants to silence: “You may call 
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it history,” he says, “but I call it propaganda. I’m sure they got their own 
account of the Alamo on the other side, but we’re not on the other side, so 
we’re not about to have it taught in our schools!” 70    

This is not a new debate. The high school edition of Out of Many drew 
fire in Texas for two paragraphs on sex workers that stated that “perhaps 
50,000 women engaged in prostitution west of the Mississippi during the 
second half of the nineteenth century.”71 The debate is not new, it is not 
settled, and it matters. In September 2015 over five million Texas school 
children opened new social studies textbooks that barely mentioned seg-
regation and that treated slavery as a “side issue to the Civil War.”72

It is hard enough to adopt textbooks that don’t erase legacies of ra-
cism, and harder still to address gender. The casts of western histories 
have expanded since my childhood to include more people of color, more 
grassroots activists, more women, a few identified LGBTQ2S+ individ-
uals. Those expanded casts stretch the histories I learned, and the power 
they encode, but they have not dissolved the categories, assumptions, and 
narratives that marginalize women. I grew up in a racist and sexist cul-
ture and still wrestle with its assumptions. From an uncertain threshold, 
somewhere between dishwashing and the West, I interrogate the values I 
assign to wheat or butter, to mining gold or hot school lunches, to battles, 
dates, and dirty dishes. 

Hope animates these challenges—the hope that history can be a 
bridge, that histories that cross the lines of nations, of social boundaries, 
and households can help us see humanity on the other sides of those 
borders, and history beyond the thresholds of domesticity. Within that 
primitive social organization based on the family, people sometimes made 
choices to build schools or start social movements or changed behaviors 
that began to transform social relationships, as Beulah Pryor’s mother did 
when she walked away from abuse.

Halfway across the lines of gender, race, class, or other borders of 
difference lie the thresholds to histories that are more accurate, more 
truthful, and that hold the hope of reconciliation. Truth comes before rec-
onciliation, and the truth is that the histories that marginalize and erase 
women and relationships of gender are inaccurate and incomplete; they 
deny interdependence and connection. The problem is not simply histor-
ies in which winners claim the bragging rights. It is histories intended to 
buttress relationships of power—that insist that slavery was a side issue in 
the Civil War or that patriarchy is civilizing. 
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The histories of the past half century bring us to an uncertain thresh-
old. Imagining new histories of the people and social relationships that 
have made the West is not easy work, and once imagined, such histories 
can be hard to teach because they don’t fit narratives that most of our stu-
dents or fellow citizens recognize. It is necessarily an incremental journey, 
imaginatively and practically. 

The historical threshold at which I always stand is the present moment, 
halfway across the line from the past that shaped my world to the future 
I want my grandchildren to inherit. History—truthful history—can serve 
that intention. I want to write women into western history because people 
who don’t see themselves in history don’t know that they make history. 
I want those histories, not to be politically correct, but to be historically 
accurate and humanly compassionate. I want my grandchildren to inherit 
a world in which history is not about winners and losers, where history 
is made not only on the battlefields of San Jacinto, Wounded Knee, and 
Batoche, but also at the PTA—where the goal is not the right to tell the 
winners’ story but the ability to hear all the stories. There are no road-
maps to those histories or those futures. They begin when women and 
men meet each other halfway across the lines of the histories that have 
separated us. Histories that map social divides can begin to bridge them. 
Gloria Anzaldúa voiced the challenge eloquently: “To bridge is to attempt 
community, and for that we must risk.”
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