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  For George




  FOREWORD




  The Old West.




  Those three words conjure images of dirt trails, majestic horses, and a way of life that after so much time feels worlds away. But there is a unifying force that ties us inexplicably to our past: the undying power of love. Love affects us all—in what we do, what we think, and how we live our lives. It is as vital to us as the water we drink—and it was to the women in the West.




  This far removed from a time when life was shorter and, in some ways, simpler (though not easier!), movies and TV often give an inaccurate, romanticized view of how people existed, especially the women. Most usually, the Old West is depicted by stereotypes—the gunslinger coming to town for revenge, the door-splitting saloon fight, prostitutes floating around a card room with a piano playing in the background. It’s easy to forget that most of the people who populated the western region of our country were not so different from us.




  Chris Enss’s book, Love Lessons from the Old West, is a vivid reminder of our similarities. Every woman featured in this collection experienced love differently, and yet it enriched the women’s lives in ways that transcend their deaths. Decades later we connect these women to the men who owned their hearts. Whether separated by circumstance, lifestyle, or death, these women prove that love, no matter how short a time you have it, changes you forever. I thank Chris for reminding me, and all those who read these stories, that no matter who we are or when we live, in the end, love is all that matters.




  —Brenda Novak, New York Times bestselling author of the Whiskey Creek series




  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




  The idea for a book on this subject has always been something that has interested me. I could have used such a book on love lessons when I was in high school. I would have been particularly interested in the chapter about Calamity Jane. Like Calamity, I, too, was infatuated with a well-known person. It was the most remote of chances, I know, but I thought if I dressed and acted like “one of the guys” he might notice my talent and want to marry me. That’s the way I thought Calamity Jane got Wild Bill Hickok’s attention. Sadly for me, George Brett, third baseman for the Kansas City Royals, wasn’t hanging around a ball field waiting for the lone girl on the baseball team to announce her undying devotion to him. The age difference alone would have made such a union illegal—I was thirteen, and Brett was twenty-one. That fact was of complete indifference to me.




  Brett went on to set many major league baseball records, got married (not to me), had three children, and is co-owner of the Kansas City Royals. With my George Brett rookie baseball card tucked safely inside my wallet, I went on to write this book.
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  Finally, to my patient editor, Erin Turner, and the staff of Globe Pequot Press, thank you for your expertise and dedication to the job. Erin, you are a wonder.




  INTRODUCTION




  This wasn’t the first time Mary had turned her face when Jake bent to kiss her, but she caught the pained look on his face as he planted a light caress on her smooth cheek. All the other times she had withheld her lips for the same reason—jealousy. Not of another woman, but of their neighbor, Tom Dixon.




  Mary tucked away a stray tendril of dark brown hair and picked up a shovel to turn the small stream of water from the spring down two dry rows of her garden. She puttered around in the mud, a slim, lithe figure in a gingham dress and beehive bonnet, while Jake saddled their horse and rode away.




  She always thrilled a little when she watched him on a horse. He might be a bit awkward on the ground, but, mounted, he was the handsomest man she knew. He was tall, with the broad shoulders and narrow hips of a cowman, and on a horse his legs didn’t look too long. She could see the little ducktails of straw-colored hair at the back of his neck.




  Jake was the kindest man she had ever known. There would have been a look of tenderness in her eyes, except that she was a practical woman who would stand no nonsense from herself.




  There had been other quarrels about Tom Dixon, but none as stormy as the one this morning. Mary had lost, as usual. Jake was on his way to slap a mortgage on their livestock to buy Tom Dixon a plow. He would ride the two miles to Dixon’s place, and he and Tom would ride the forty miles to Sacramento. Jake had left Mary’s horse, Matilda, saddled in the barn on the chance that she might want to use her.




  Mary had given Jake an ultimatum that morning. “I warn you, Jake, if you let Dixon have that money I’ll leave you. A man who will gamble everything he owns to help somebody else isn’t thinking much of his own family.”




  Jake had answered wearily, “I’ve told you why I can’t let Tom down. There’s no use going over it again.”




  She had come close to telling Jake that she had only married him for security. Though it was very nearly true, she was glad now that she hadn’t lost her temper quite that much.




  Mary had told Jake when she married him that she was too old for romantic notions, but was tired of the lonely life of a country schoolteacher, and would welcome companionship and a good home.




  “That’s what I want, too, so we ought to get along,” Jake had said.




  They had had the good companionship. Jake was a busy rancher, and though he hadn’t had too much schooling, he had read a lot. They liked the same books and magazines. He had bought her the piano she had always wanted, and though Mary knew that she was no great shakes as a musician, Jake always pretended she was a marvel. He had taken her to the town social dances, though he didn’t care much about dancing himself.




  It had pinched him financially to buy the new homestead. But I’ve tried to reciprocate, Mary thought. I’ve made him a good home.She was proud of her house; it was one of the nicest along the American River. Against her own fastidious instincts, she allowed the living room to look just disorderly enough for Jake to brag that his friends could drop in wearing working clothes, and feel at home.




  She raised a garden and her flowers were the envy of every hardworking ranch woman in the neighborhood. She did her full share of the chores. And, what she knew was more important to Jake, she was always willing to drop her work and ride into the hills with him, whenever he could find the time to go hunting or fishing or picnicking.




  In short, they had a good, sensible marriage, and it could continue to be that way if it were not for Tom Dixon. But if Jake thought so much of Dixon that he was willing to let their marriage go on the rocks, it would just have to go. Mary wasn’t a woman to give up a principle.




  She kicked off a pair of muddy boots outside the door of the home, and glanced into the mirror as she came in. She opened her mouth a little as she realized she was wearing what Jake always called her schoolmarm look. Her lips were drawn into a straight hard line.




  Mary had been twenty-eight when she married Jake, who was seven years her senior. She was wise, she had thought, to marry a man old enough to have made his start, and who knew what he was doing. They were still young enough to have children, and the doctor told them there was no reason why they shouldn’t, if they would just learn to be patient. Mary wanted to learn the valuable lesson of being patient because ultimately she loved Jake deeply and she knew, although she seldom allowed him to say it, that he was deeply in love with her.




  This fictionalized tale of Mary and Jake illustrates the two very different reasons for marriage in the Old West: romance and convenience.




  In letters between would-be marriage partners in the 1800s, we see people who may or may not love each other. But they would agree that there were other reasons to marry, such as children and temperament. Those were far more important.




  Where love existed, it didn’t prove to be the most reliable glue when it came to keeping marriages together on the frontier. In the mid-1800s, the increasingly voluntary, romantic nature of marriage, plus an increasingly mobile society, led to a new trend—divorce. The 1870 census found that more than sixty-five hundred marriages west of the Mississippi ended in divorce, a trend that became a political issue of the day.




  The high divorce rate set off a moral panic. States tried, through legislation, to make it harder to get divorced and keep people married, but it didn’t take. Newlyweds had to build a home in rough, uncharted wilderness surrounded by Native Americans who resented them being there, and extreme weather conditions that made it next to impossible to see a new homestead through to a point where it would make money. Floods, droughts, prairie fires, and tornados ravaged the land and took their toll on married couples trying to make their way.




  All love stories—somewhere amidst the romantic picnic outings, heated late-night rendezvous, and sometimes tragic futures—have personal morals, even if some of the lovers contained in this book don’t seem to have any professional morals. For example, the famed gunfighter the Sundance Kid and his lover, Etta Place, had no problem taking money from banks and robbing miners of their payrolls, but never considered betraying one another.




  Some relationships were temporary. Such was the case of Apache Indian Chief Geronimo and his wife, Alope. They had planned to spend a lifetime together but a senseless murder deprived Geronimo of his spouse. Her memory was all he had to keep him going.




  There were plenty of bumps and hard-to-swallow love lessons along the road toward happily ever after for the ladies included in this book. Maria Josefa Jaramillo Carson learned that her husband, Kit Carson, would never be content with the ordinary life of a rancher. Their marriage lasted more than twenty years because Kit traveled the West expanding the nation’s territories. Maria was alone for much of their married life but the pair was devoted to one another.




  Among the other women contained in this volume with priceless love lessons to share is business owner Luzena Stanley Wilson,equestrian Agnes Lake Hickok, and juggler and entertainer Emma Masterson. Heartaches were valuable love lessons as well. The story of popular child actress Lotta Crabtree and western legend Calamity Jane serve as examples of that sad fact.




  So, grab a pen and piece of paper and be ready to take notes, and keep the Kleenex close by in case you have to wipe away a tear. The chapters in this book provide insight into possible motives for why frontier men and women fell in love. Some of the chapters will bring a smile to your heart; others will break it into pieces. As one California prospector noted in his diary in 1855, “I’d endure just about anything to settle down with a good woman. She don’t have to love me, least not at first. I only want a chance to show her I could be the finest blanket companion in the country.”




  

    Love Lessons Learned by Agnes Lake




    Be a successful businesswoman. Western legends, such as Wild Bill Hickok, found this attractive. According to the cowboy slang of the day, “Hosses an’ smart wimmen will shore make a man go ’histling, provided he’s still young ’nough to pucker.”
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    Allow yourself to be a damsel in distress sometimes—nothing was more appealing to an old West lawman. Bill’s friends noted that once he spoke up for the Widow Lake at the city council meeting, “a look, a smile, or a kind word from her could win him.”
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    Don’t be overawed by his celebrity. Whereas most women at that time might have been quick to marry the legend and not the man, Agnes suggested she and Wild Bill get to know one another better by writing letters. Talk of love and marriage came after courtship by correspondence.
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    Know your way around a horse and respect the animal. Agnes was a talented equestrian and confident in her ability. She could ride like a man, but never forgot she was a woman.
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    Be self-sufficient. The eleven-year age difference between Agnes and Wild Bill was a plus. As an older woman she wasn’t interesting in competing for his attention on the same level as others. She was emotionally stable.


  




  




  
AGNES LAKE


  


  Love and the Pistolero





  A dusty haze hung in the air over the Kansas cowtown called hays City, making the August sun appear cloudy and more distant than usual. The dirt film hovering before the giant orb did little to decrease the intense heat searing down on the town’s inhabitants. The main thoroughfare was crowded with people. Cowhands, farmers, and mothers with distracted children weaved their way around a line of wagon trains with red and white colored canvas tops. The name Lake’s Circus was sprawled in big letters across the side of the vehicles. In the near distance sat a spectacularly large, partially assembled tent. A crew of perspiring workers unloaded a wagon filled with supports for the massive tent and laid them next to the spot where they were going to be used. Curious onlookers hurried to the spot to get a better look at the imposing display.1




  Agnes Lake, a short, plain-looking woman, forty years of age, dressed in an ornately decorated, deep burgundy taffeta gown, emerged from the lead wagon and marched into the nearest mercantile. She wore a worried expression and carried a letter in her hand.2




  The merchandise in half of the store had been moved to another area to make room for a long table and rows of chairs. Four town councilmen sat behind the table. Each was well dressed and neatly groomed. One studied an ad for Lake’s Circus posted in the Wichita, Kansas, newspaper the Wichita Daily, two passed a bottle of liquor back and forth, and one man busied himself filling his pipe with tobacco and lighting it. He lifted it to his mouth and drew on it hard. The glow from the excited bowl kicked on his eyes, which were tracking Agnes as she walked in and took a seat in the back row among several other people in the gallery.




  [image: Agnes Thatcher Lake was fifty years old when she married Wild Bill Hickok on March 5, 1876.COURTESY OF THE KANSAS STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY]




  As the flyer made its way back around to the first councilman, he acknowledged Bill Hickok seated in the front row of the gallery with a nod. Bill stood up and scanned the faces of the council. Hickok was an imposing figure, more than six feet tall. His hair was shoulder length and thick, and his neatly trimmed mustache drooped below his determined chin along both sides of his well-defined jawline.3




  “I never made a speech in my life and I don’t want to begin now,” Bill told the council, “but I never went back on a woman, and I’m going to give you some plain talk. You fellows live so far outside of civilization that your hearts have dried up like small potatoes left out in the sun, and you can’t of course know nothing about what’s going on here east of the coyotes’ range.4




  “This circus that’s advertised to show and furnish a little amusement for us heathens is owned by a woman, one whose pluck catches my sympathy every time. Her husband, Bill Lake, was murdered down in Granby, Missouri, by a cowardly villain named Joe Killian, on the 24th of August 1869. The brave little widow, after burying her husband, had to either sell out or go on the road with the circus, and circumstances advised her to carry the show. My opinion is that any woman capable to run a circus is a darn sight bigger curiosity in these parts than the leatherheads in this village ever heard of, and when I see so much pluck in a woman, I just feel like throwing in and helping her.5




  “Now, if your fellows that run this town knowed [sic] how to appreciate a good thing for the place, instead of charging Mrs. Lake a license, you would vote an appropriation to pay her for coming out here to show us heathens a first-class circus. If I’ve got any authority in Hays, Mrs. Lake isn’t going to pay this town a cent of license for showing and if any man attempts to stop this show then just put it down that he’s got me to fight. That’s all I’ve got to say now, so drive on, and we’ll see who pays the fiddler.”6




  According to the August 29, 1929, edition of the Anita, Iowa, newspaper the Tribune, when Bill concluded his “talk” on August 2, 1871, the council of four decided to reconsider its action and the license. The meeting quickly concluded once the announcement was made, and spectators in the gallery rushed to congratulate Bill on the outcome. Agnes left the mercantile without being able to express her appreciation. She sent for Bill later that day and asked that he meet her at the circus tent. Dressed in his finest and with hat in hand, he complied with her request. After Agnes had thanked Bill for what he had done, she introduced him to all the members of her troupe, including her teenage daughter Emma.7




  The Tribune reported that after seeing the paraphernalia of the circus and shaking the hands of the performers, Bill turned to Agnes and smiled proudly. “Well, now, all this is fine enough, but do you know the greatest curiosity about this canvas is yourself,” the legendary lawman told the circus owner. “I never saw a woman before that could run anything except a broom handle, and to find one managing like this is a bigger sight than California Joe when he was tackled by a panther down in the Wachitas. I used to think that women never amounted to much, outside of being mothers, and I guess I wouldn’t give them that much credit, if I hadn’t had one myself, and a good one, too. But I’ve changed my opinion now. For if I could hitch up with such a business girl I’d go in search of a person tomorrow.”8




  Although Agnes didn’t fully understand Bill’s somewhat rambling address, she saw beneath his rough exterior a kind and healing sympathy, and a brave heart willing to protect the weak.




  Agnes Louise Messman was born on August 23, 1826, in Doehm, Alsace, France. Her mother died when she was four years old, and, shortly thereafter, her father took Agnes to America. The Messmans settled in Cincinnati, Ohio, when she was sixteen years old. As a child Agnes was an avid horseback rider. Her father helped mold her remarkable skill into a circus routine. In 1841, Agnes met a circus clown named William Lake Thatcher. He was a native New Yorker and used his connections to secure a job for Agnes with the circus he worked for, the Spaulding & Rogers Circus.9




  In addition to her impressive equestrian abilities, she also performed daring feats of skill on a tight wire. The August 23, 1907, edition of the New York Times reported that she “made a higher ascent on a wire than any performer of her day in 1858.” By 1859, she was billed the “queen of the high wire” and the most famous equestrienne the American circus had ever known.10




  Although her father disapproved of William Thatcher Lake, because of his profession and the vagabond lifestyle that went with the job, Agnes married him anyway. The pair wed in Louisiana in August 1842. William dropped the name of Thatcher so his and his bride’s names would fit on the advertisement for the circus. Billed as Bill and Agnes Lake, the couple worked for Spaulding and Rogers for more than ten years. During that time they saved much of the money they earned with the hopes of starting a circus of their own. Their dream was partially realized in 1860 when Lake formed a partnership with veteran circus man John Robinson. The show was known as the Robinson-Lake Circus. William and Agnes devoted six years to the venture, then moved on to their own production. During that time the pair had a daughter they named Emma.11




  At the conclusion of the first season of the Lake Circus, Agnes had toured all of Europe in an equestrienne-inspired play entitled Mazeppa. Back in the states, Lake’s troupe spent three years performing at various locations from Syracuse, New York, to Independence, Missouri. Thirty-five wagons transported the show from town to town. In Pontiac, Michigan, Agnes and William hired a young boy named McGinnis to assist one of their performers, Frederick Bailey. McGinnis demonstrated a great aptitude for business and according to a report in the September 3, 1907, edition of the Cedar Rapids Evening Gazette, the youngster “eventually took the name of Bailey.” Agnes insisted that when the boy grew up he should be made general agent of the show. The Gazette noted that, “Mr. Lake protested, but his wife had her way.” That boy was James A. Bailey of the great Barnum and Bailey shows.12
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