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Women Between the Lines: Overlooked Lives that Shaped History: 

Women Between the Lines is a nonfiction history series dedicated to recovering women’s lives that have been obscured, minimized, or misrepresented in traditional historical narratives.

Across politics, war, culture, labor, and social movements, the series focuses on women whose contributions were essential but inconvenient to record—women whose work appeared in archives as footnotes, fragments, or administrative labels rather than full lives. These books do not seek to mythologize or sentimentalize. They aim to clarify: how power operated, how systems relied on women while denying them standing, and how historical memory was shaped as much by exclusion as by achievement.

Each volume in the series is grounded in rigorous research, transparent sourcing, and careful attention to evidence, while remaining accessible to general readers. The goal is not to insert women into history as an afterthought, but to reconsider history itself by examining the labor, choices, and constraints that were always present—just not centered.

Women Between the Lines is for readers who want history that is honest about complexity, attentive to structure, and willing to look directly at what was overlooked—and why.
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Part I — War Without Permission
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Chapter 1 — Before Independence: The French and Indian War
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“The calamities of war fall heaviest upon those who do not carry arms.”

— William Smith Jr.

THE FRENCH AND INDIAN War and the Women Inside the War System, 1754–1763

By the time shots were fired in the American Revolution, women in North America had already spent a generation living inside a landscape defined by war. The struggle for independence did not begin the story of women at war so much as inherit one, layered with imperial rivalry, frontier raids, forced migrations, and alliances that could shift with a single council fire or treaty. In the decade before revolution became a slogan, conflict was already the background noise of daily life.

The French and Indian War, the North American front of the wider Seven Years’ War, served as more than a prologue to independence; it was a proving ground for the systems that would shape the next era of warfare. Long, fragile supply lines threaded through forests and along rivers, connecting distant forts that guarded passes, portages, and towns. Soldiers and Indigenous warriors fought in ambushes and raids as often as in set-piece battles, while information—rumor, intelligence, coded letters, and whispered warnings—moved from campfires to council houses as quickly as any regiment on the march. Civilians stood directly in the path of this violence, discovering that the front line could arrive at a doorway without warning.

Inside this world, women emerged in roles that later histories struggled to name. They fed and followed armies yet were seldom counted among them; they kept homesteads and villages alive even as those same places became targets or refuges. Their lives were entangled with the war’s most defining feature: a borderlands conflict in which capture, adoption, displacement, and crossing between cultures were not rare interruptions, but part of the very structure of the fighting. To understand this war is to see how deeply women were woven into the systems that sustained it—and how those systems, in turn, reshaped their bodies, families, and futures.

A Clash of Cultures

In the middle of the eighteenth century, the backcountry of North America was a place of mounting unease. Forest paths that had carried generations of traders and Indigenous people now also echoed with the clatter of British packhorses and the creak of French canoes. 

The French and Indian War, which began in 1754, grew out of this crowded landscape—a struggle over rivers, valleys, and forts that each side insisted were already its own. To British officials in London and colonial governors along the Atlantic seaboard, the broad Ohio River Valley was a promise of expansion; to French officers in Canada, it was the fragile spine that connected their settlements along the St. Lawrence to the Mississippi. 
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​LONG BEFORE BRITISH surveyors and French engineers inked lines on maps, however, these same hills, forests, and waterways were homelands to powerful Indigenous nations who had their own alliances, rivalries, and memories written into the land.

The name of the conflict is misleading. It was not only “French and Indian” on one side and “British” on the other, but a shifting, often desperate contest of empires that drew in Haudenosaunee diplomats, Shawnee and Delaware war leaders, African and African-descended laborers, European settlers, and people simply seeking to survive. 

British colonists, backed by land companies and royal charters, pressed westward from the Atlantic coast. At the same time, French officers constructed a chain of forts from the Great Lakes down toward the forks of the Ohio, each new log palisade a statement that their king’s reach extended a little farther. In 1754, a young Virginia officer named George Washington led a small force into this contested terrain, clashing with French troops in the woods of what is now southwestern Pennsylvania and helping to ignite a war that soon spread from the dense forests of New York to the frozen fields outside Quebec.

​

For men in bright uniforms, the war meant marches, sieges, and formal campaigns; for families scattered along the frontier, it often meant waking in the night to the crack of muskets and the sudden flare of fire on the horizon. Villages emptied under threat of raids, refugees crowded into rough stockades, and news of defeats and victories traveled along the same roads as pack trains and soldiers’ wives. 

In the camps of both French and British armies, women cooked, washed, nursed the wounded, and tried to keep children alive on half rations, their names rarely entering official reports except when they broke the rules or could no longer be ignored. Indigenous women, too, carried messages, offered counsel, and endured the devastating consequences of diplomacy and warfare gone wrong, even as they helped their communities decide whether to fight, flee, or negotiate.

​This war, fought from 1754 to 1763, ultimately decided that Britain—not France—would dominate most of eastern North America, but its deeper power lay in the way it unsettled lives. 

In its wake came new borders, new taxes, and new resentments that would help fuel another, more famous revolution, yet many of the people who lived through these years never saw themselves as makers of grand history. They were wives following regiments up muddy roads to remote forts, widows trying to reclaim children taken in raids, market women trading with garrisoned soldiers, and Indigenous women balancing the demands of war with the need to keep their communities fed and rooted to their homelands. 

To understand the French and Indian War as women experienced it is to look beyond generals and treaties and into kitchens, encampments, missions, and stockades, where the conflict pressed itself into the most intimate corners of daily life.

​It is in those corners that the story of women in this war unfolds—not as a separate tale, but as a vital part of the struggle for land, power, and survival that reshaped a continent.

Camp Followers: Allowed, Rationed, and Put to Work

British forces did not simply “tolerate” women on campaign. They regulated them.

During the French and Indian War, British military practice typically permitted a limited number of women per company—often described as three to four—most commonly recognized in official terms as laundresses or nurses. These women could draw rations, but their presence was conditional: they were expected to work.

That arrangement exposes a key theme that will run through the entire book: women were incorporated into the war effort through labor, but kept outside the status of soldiers. They were present because the war machine needed them. They were marginalized because the state preferred their work to remain “support,” not service.

At places like Fort Pitt, the record becomes unusually concrete: at least ten women were associated with the Royal American Regiment at Fort Pitt in 1761—an example of practice exceeding “allowance” when necessity demanded it.​[1]

––––––––
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THIS WAS NOT DECORATIVE domesticity. Laundry mattered in an era where disease killed relentlessly. Nursing mattered when medical infrastructure was fragile. Cooking and clothing repair mattered when supply systems broke down. Women were not merely traveling with the army; they were making it function.

Healers and Caretakers: Two Medical Worlds

Women’s healing work in this conflict unfolded in overlapping worlds that rarely appeared together in official reports. Within British and colonial armies, in fragile frontier settlements, and across Indigenous homelands, women labored to keep people alive in conditions that were often designed for battle rather than survival. Their work bound these spaces together, even as the people who depended on them rarely recognized the contribution.

​

In British encampments and garrison towns, “nursing” was both intimate and brutally practical. It meant sitting beside shivering bodies in overcrowded huts, tending to fevers, infections, and wounds that smelled of rot and damp wool. 

It also meant the constant, invisible labor of hauling water, washing soiled linens, scrubbing floors, managing lice and waste, and trying to create some barrier between human bodies and the filth that bred disease. Surgeons and officers might appear in the record by name, but much of the day-to-day work that made recovery possible fell to women whose presence was noted, if at all, as “wives,” “camp followers,” or “nurses.”

​Beyond the formal military system, frontier care was improvisational and relentless. In isolated cabins and small forts, women turned kitchens into sickrooms and gardens into pharmacies, repurposing household tools for surgery and childbirth under siege conditions. They reused bandages, boiled herbs, and rationed food for the wounded and the very young, often with no expectation that official help would arrive in time—if it came at all. 

In these spaces, knowledge passed quietly from one woman to another: how to keep a fevered child alive through a winter night, how to move a wounded man when every sound might carry to enemy scouts, and how to bury the dead when the ground was hard.

​

Indigenous communities, facing the same currents of war and disease, relied on their own healing networks grounded in longstanding medical and spiritual traditions. Women in many nations served as caretakers, herbalists, and keepers of knowledge about plants, rituals, and communal practices that supported both bodily and spiritual balance. 

Their work did not separate “medicine” from community life; care was embedded in kinship, ceremony, and reciprocal responsibility, shaping how families and villages responded to trauma, captivity, and loss. European soldiers and settlers frequently misunderstood or dismissed these practices, even as they sometimes sought out Indigenous remedies when their own systems failed.

​

The surviving records capture these medical worlds unevenly. Officers’ letters, surgeons’ journals, and official returns mention disease, supply shortages, and “female nurses” without preserving the names or voices of the women on whom they relied. Indigenous women, in particular, often appear only in secondhand descriptions—filtered through translators, missionaries, diplomats, or enemies who did not share their languages or priorities. 

That imbalance is itself part of the story: women’s labor sustained armies, families, and communities, yet the archive set its gaze elsewhere. To recover the medical history of this war is to learn to read around the edges of those sources, to see how much depended on people whose work was central to survival but rarely treated as central to history.

Intelligence and Information: War’s Quieter Weapon

The French and Indian War relied on sharing information in ways that feel modern by today’s standards: scouting routes, monitoring alliances, reading signs of attack, judging who could be trusted, and moving messages quickly through contested terrain. Armies needed maps, guides, interpreters, and gossip as much as they needed gunpowder. 

Along the shifting frontier—from forts on the Ohio to trading posts in the Great Lakes—news could mean the difference between an uneventful night and a surprise assault before dawn.

​Women entered this information economy because of how daily life worked. In and around forts, they drew water, cooked, laundered clothes, and tended the sick, moving between barracks, kitchens, and storehouses where soldiers and officers talked freely. In frontier towns and market spaces, they bought and sold food, cloth, and services, overhearing rumors about troop movements, supply shortages, or shifting Native alliances long before any official proclamation arrived. 

Their work placed them in the current of wartime knowledge; simply by moving through these spaces, they could observe who met in private, which traders arrived unexpectedly, or when a garrison quietly doubled its night watch.

​

Some women acted on this information quite deliberately. 

At Fort Pitt in the early 1760s, where dozens of women lived just outside the walls, movement in and out of the post was tightly regulated by passes, precisely because commanders understood that anyone crossing that threshold could carry messages—or men—without the army’s permission. 

The wife of Sergeant James McIntosh, for example, was expelled from Pittsburgh after hiding deserters in her house, a minor incident that revealed how women could intervene in military discipline and communication networks simply by deciding who to shelter and who to expose.​[2] 

In nearby forts and stockaded towns, officers’ wives and servants often handled correspondence and relayed orders within the small world of the garrison. They became informal conduits between civilian neighbors and military command.

​

Indigenous women, too, moved along routes that were dense with information. As traders, kin, and travelers, they passed between villages and European forts, carrying not only goods but news of councils, raids, and diplomatic shifts. Later accounts of Pontiac’s War describe Native women warning British officers of impending attacks—or, in other cases, luring them outside the safety of walls where warriors lay in wait—showing how women could either stabilize or destabilize fragile alliances through what they chose to say or conceal.​[3] 

Even when such stories survive only in hostile or secondhand reports, they reveal how central women were to the flow of knowledge that made diplomacy, betrayal, and survival possible in a borderlands war.

​

Much of this work remains half-visible in the sources. Official records describe censuses, passes, arrests, and councils, but rarely pause to acknowledge the women whose errands, conversations, and decisions moved information from one world to another. Reconstructing their roles means reading those records for traces of women at the edges of the page: a wife punished for aiding deserters, a woman mentioned briefly as an interpreter’s partner, a nameless “squaw” blamed for warning enemies or luring officers into ambush. 

Taken together, these glimpses suggest that the war’s information system was not just a chain of scouts and officers; it was also an intricate web of domestic tasks and social ties in which women, by necessity and sometimes by design, became makers and movers of wartime intelligence.

Captivity: The War’s Most Gendered Archive

Where official reports record the sterile account of troop movements, rations, or the number of casualties, the stories that survive most vividly about women often come from captivity narratives. 

These accounts exist because the war’s violence pushed into homes, fields, and small settlements, turning domestic spaces into the front lines. When raids shattered households, carrying off women and children along with men, colonial and later American audiences wanted to read about what had happened within those private worlds. As a result, women’s voices, or at least versions of them, entered print in ways formal military records rarely allowed.

​

Yet this archive is deeply shaped by power. Captivity narratives were edited, promoted, and sometimes heavily shaped by male ministers, printers, and relatives with their own religious, political, or commercial aims. They often emphasized danger, suffering, and deliverance, turning a woman’s experience into a moral or national lesson. At the same time, these narratives preserve concrete details—names, places, kinship ties, and everyday life within Native and colonial communities—that reveal that captivity was not a rare horror at the margins of the war but one of its core structures. 

In a borderlands conflict built on prisoner exchanges and diplomatic negotiations, captivity was a recognized, if terrifying, part of how the war worked.

The captivity of women, however, appears even before the start of the Seven Years' War. By the beginning of the 18th century, New Englanders had already been telling and publishing women’s captivity stories for decades. 

The most well-known early example is Mary Rowlandson, captured in 1676 during King Philip’s War when Native forces attacked Lancaster, Massachusetts; she spent about eleven weeks in captivity before being ransomed, and her 1682 narrative became one of the first and most influential published captivity accounts in English America. Even before Rowlandson, colonial conflicts such as the Pequot War of 1636–1638 produced captive women and children, some of whom were forced into slavery in New England households or sold into bondage in the Caribbean. However, their individual stories rarely survive in their own words.

​

One story, however, does survive and begins in Puritan colonial Maine, a generation before the French and Indian War.

The Puritan Child: Esther Wheelwright 

Esther Wheelwright’s life began in a world already shaped by conflict. Born in 1696 to a Puritan family in Wells, on the Maine frontier, she grew up in a region where English settlers and Wabanaki communities lived in uneasy proximity along contested coastal lands. 

In 1703, during Queen Anne’s War—one of the earlier imperial conflicts that set the stage for what would later be called the French and Indian War—Wabanaki raiders attacked Wells and carried seven-year- old Esther away from her family. For her relatives, she became a symbol of loss on a dangerous frontier. For the Wabanaki who adopted her, she became kin, a child folded into a community that understood captivity and adoption as part of surviving amid colonization and war.

​

Raised among the Wabanaki, Wheelwright learned a new language, new religious practices, and new patterns of daily life along the rivers and forests of what is now Maine and the Maritimes. Her early captivity was not a brief interruption but a formative childhood, one in which she moved, worked, and worshiped as a Native girl, not as a visitor awaiting return. 

Some years later, she was transferred into French hands and eventually arrived in Québec, where her story shifted again. Taken into the Ursuline convent school in Québec City, she entered yet another world of discipline, ritual, and female community—this time shaped by French Catholicism rather than Puritan New England or Wabanaki homelands.

​

In Québec, Wheelwright did not simply pass through; she stayed. Baptized as Marie-Esther and educated by the Ursulines, she chose to take vows as a nun and spent the rest of her life within the walls of the convent. In 1760, near the end of the Seven Years’ War, she was elected mother superior of the Ursuline community, leading the house just as British forces captured Québec and French imperial rule collapsed.​[4] 

By then, the girl taken from a Puritan settlement had become a French Catholic religious leader presiding over a convent that taught girls from French, Indigenous, and sometimes British backgrounds, all living in the shadow of yet another imperial transition.
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