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    Surely, to-day, whoever inflicts an additional volume upon a long-suffering public, ought to be able to set up an unassailable plea in justification thereof.




    —CORNELIA PADDOCK, IN THE TOILS


  




  Anyone writing about the past relies on the work of many, and this project made me appreciate all the more those who help write the stories of their times—whether they be newspaper reporters or private citizens keeping diaries.




  Then there are the people who carefully preserve and share those first-person accounts, including historians who put it all together and make sense of what it means. Their work is all the more valuable in the case of traditionally neglected areas like women’s history.




  Several entities in particular made my research possible and deserve recognition and huge thanks.




  The Utah State Historical Society’s helpful staff made working at its archives a pleasure.




  A joint project of Utah’s academic and research institutions, the Mountain West Digital Library maintains an invaluable electronic database of statewide documents and photos, which are now easily available to the world.




  The Marriott Library at the University of Utah also hosts the Utah Digital Newspapers Project, a searchable database of papers large and small, old and new. No more microfilm!




  The Salt Lake City Public Library has a lovely collection of resources on Utah and Mormon history.




  The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints welcomes all kinds of researchers, and its mostly volunteer staff cheerfully handles all kinds of requests.




  Thanks to my patient and capable editors at Globe Pequot Press.




  Finally, thanks to my family and friends, and especially Bill, for help, encouragement, and putting up with me in general when I was paying more attention to the book than I did to you.
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    The historians of the past have been neglectful of woman, and it is the exception she be mentioned at all; yet the future will deal more generously with womankind, and the historian of the present age will find it very embarrassing to ignore women in the records of the nineteenth century.




    —EMMELINE WELLS, “SELF-MADE WOMEN”WOMAN’S EXPONENT, MARCH 1881


  




  As Emmeline Wells knew, women have not always gotten their due. That’s both a shame and an opportunity for those of us who now have a chance to help right the balance.




  The history of Utah’s women is the history of Utah. We are sometimes inclined to think of past women’s lives as full of drudgery, but in reality, women have always had to be multifaceted and multitalented. The subjects of this book are only a sample of Utah’s many accomplished women.




  It is impossible, in an overview such as this, to give more than a fleeting look into any woman’s life. But I hope to give a taste. Each woman in this book also represents something larger than herself.




  I hope this book, as others have before it, goes a little way toward putting Utah’s women into the larger context of the West. The people who live in Utah are as diverse as the state’s many landscapes, but Utah sometimes gets painted with an overly broad brush. Books about the West sometimes avoid Utah, as if the surrounding mountains literally cut the state off from the rest of the world.




  But women in Utah are like women anywhere. And in some ways Utah’s culture actually made it easier for them to succeed. Its unique social structure meant that a woman could rise on the basis of her intellect and ambition, not her circumstances of birth or class or even sometimes race—things that could make it difficult for women elsewhere to become prominent or influential.




  It’s not possible in the scope of this book to note every worthy woman, as much as I wish I could. That’s partly because we simply don’t know enough about some of them. Hundreds of years of civilization before white settlers arrived undoubtedly produced some extraordinary women. Navajos, for example, had a largely matriarchal society in which women could do pretty much whatever they were capable of achieving.




  Most of the women we know of from Utah’s tribes are mythical figures, such as the Navajos’ Spider Woman, who taught the ancient people to weave. But without written records, their identities are mostly lost in time.




  It’s easier to study Mormon women’s lives because church members have always been encouraged to keep diaries and family histories. Mormons—that is, members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—were diligent about documenting their own history. But they were less concerned with the histories and cultures of the people whose world they entered.




  (One practical note: I have generally used the term “Mormon” to refer to members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, since it’s less cumbersome yet still recognizable by both members and people outside the faith.)




  Other groups later arrived and set up a counterculture that did as much to encourage woman leaders as the Mormon church did. Believers and nonbelievers were part of a web that interconnected culture and government as well as the faithful. Their struggle to learn to live together makes for some fascinating episodes.




  Many of these women knew each other. One of the church leaders that Jane James petitioned for equal treatment as a black member of the church was Angus Cannon, husband of Martha Cannon. Martha worked in the women’s suffrage movement with Emmeline Wells (though the two were more rivals than friends). John Bransford, brother of Susanna the “Silver Queen,” was mayor of Salt Lake City when madam Belle London ran the city’s experiment in government-sanctioned prostitution.




  Although they lived diverse lives, these women had many things in common. For one thing, all of them persevered through tough circumstances. Writing about them, I was struck by the many times they had to pick themselves up, dust themselves off, and get back to work after some kind of significant hardship.




  They had plenty of experience overcoming the heartache that goes along with saying goodbye to a loved one. The majority of them were married more than once, losing husbands to death or divorce. (Out of the fourteen women in this book, only two had just one husband; four of them were married three or more times.) Many of them had children who died before them.




  While some ended up wealthy or at least well-off, none of the women in this book came from privileged circumstances, and all of them faced economic trials at one time or another. They found ways to support themselves and their families, often with surprising success. They showed great pluck when it came to getting something done. Many of them didn’t accomplish their most notable achievements until the second halves of their lives.




  As even these brief notes about their personal lives attest, notable women also tended to be unconventional, willing to stick their necks out and do the unexpected. As all successful people do, they displayed a determination and work ethic that kept them going when someone told them no.




  All this makes the women in this book quintessential citizens of the West. As much as for any man, they show that here it was possible to carve a new path and stake out a unique identity. In doing so, these women serve as an example that will continue to inspire.




  PATTY SESSIONS
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  (1795–1892)




  PIONEER MIDWIFE




  Read just a few entries in Patty Sessions’s diary and you’ll get a good idea of how she lived. Take, for example, a few days in the winter of 1855. Working as a midwife, she helped a woman through a difficult delivery of twin babies. She hired a man to build a fence around her prized fruit orchards. She knitted a pair of mittens, a rug, a dress, and two pairs of stockings. She conducted a meeting of the charity she headed, then gave another group an educational lecture on raising children.




  She visited friends, took care of a sick woman who was brought to her house, and distributed some vegetables she had preserved from her garden. a few days later, she was called to care for another pregnant woman—and that evening she attended dance lessons.




  At the time, Patty was a vibrant sixty years old.




  Patty Sessions lived for nearly a century during some of the most tumultuous times in Utah and American history. More than forty years of her life survive through her meticulous diary, now preserved in archives of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, commonly known as the Mormon church. But she was famous in Utah long before anyone read her diaries, and they would not have been interesting to historians or admirers if she hadn’t been such an inspiring woman.




  All her life Patty never waited or asked for help from anyone: If something had to be done, she did it herself, whether that meant delivering a woman’s baby or driving a wagon across the plains on the trek to Utah. Her life embodies the can-do spirit that fueled all pioneers to make the arduous journey westward and create new lives for themselves and later generations.




  [image: Patty Sessions worked in her orchard, healed the sick, and taught school well into old age. Used by permission, Utah State Historical Society. All rights reserved.]




  Patty was born in Maine in 1795, when much of the present-day United States was still a forested wilderness. Her father was a cobbler and her mother a seamstress. Married at seventeen to David Sessions, she almost immediately started to help her mother-in-law, who worked as a midwife. She didn’t get much schooling but loved to write and was always curious about the world around her.




  That curiosity may have been one reason she listened to missionaries preaching about modern-day revelations from God to a young man named Joseph Smith from upstate New York. Already a devout Christian, Patty was baptized into the Mormon church in 1834, four years after Smith founded it, and persuaded other family members to join the next year. In 1837 they moved to Missouri, where the Latter-day Saints hoped to form a community of believers.




  By this time Patty had already given birth to seven children, four of whom had died; she was pregnant again when the family made the difficult trip by foot and wagon to Missouri. At forty-two she was showing the stamina that would serve her in busy decades to come.




  A year later, violence erupted between Latter-day Saints and Missourians, and more than two dozen people were killed in bloody skirmishes. Upon hearing about the fighting, Missouri’s Governor Lilburn Boggs issued an “extermination order,” giving the Mormons a choice between death and exile. Running from mobs of suspicious residents as well as the state militia, families quickly packed up what they could carry and moved to Illinois, leaving their new homes and farms behind.




  It was winter and no one was prepared for such a journey. Patty Sessions trudged through deep snow, ice-encrusted rivers, and mud that sucked at her boots and skirts. She did all this without enough food, carrying her young daughter, Amanda, in her arms as she walked. Sometimes she had no shelter but a tent. At night she would try to keep herself and her baby warm. But the baby was sick for much of the journey. Amanda would die soon after Patty’s family reached the new settlement of Nauvoo, Illinois.




  By the early 1840s Nauvoo was a thriving town with 15,000 residents, Mormon and otherwise—about three times the number of people living in Chicago. As one of the church’s early converts, Patty Sessions was close to Joseph Smith and considered him a modern-day prophet.




  Joseph Smith was spiritually married to a number of women, including Patty. Mormons believed being “sealed” in their temple formed a bond that lasted beyond death. Since women who were sealed to church leaders anticipated living in the afterlife with the men chosen by God to lead His people on Earth, it was a great honor to be chosen as one of them. Both Joseph Smith and Brigham Young married women who were already married to other men, which meant men like Patty’s husband might be blessed with multiple wives—but one of his wives could also be “sealed” to a church president.




  Patty formed a lifelong circle of friends with a group of elite Mormon women she would later call “Brigham’s girls” or “Heber’s girls” (many of the women were married to church leaders, including presidents Brigham Young and Heber C. Kimball).




  It was while they lived in Illinois that Patty Sessions began keeping a diary, in a simple notebook a friend had given her. She was fifty-one years old and had already established herself as a vital member of her community. Spelling, punctuation, and clarity were not Patty’s top priorities. Her diaries were filled with smeared ink, crossed-out words, and crammed handwriting. It was an account she wrote for herself, not for posterity.




  She wrote things as they happened, giving the account a lively sense of immediacy. In brief stream-of-consciousness daily entries, she recorded even the most mundane details of her life, including the time she spent washing, sewing, or gardening. Those details, together with more thoughtful commentary and items about the people she knew, make for an engaging record of one well-known woman’s life and times.




  Mormons’ happiness in Nauvoo was short-lived. In 1844 violence erupted again between Mormons and residents of surrounding communities. In retaliation, the Mormon militia tore down the presses of an anti-Mormon newspaper. Joseph Smith and his brother Hyrum were arrested and killed by a mob while in jail, and Brigham Young took over as head of the church.




  The Mormon pioneers knew they were not safe in Illinois or any place where they could incite an unsympathetic local population. They decided to head west, across the Rocky Mountains and into the Great Basin. They didn’t know much about their new home, except that other pioneers hadn’t deemed the arid, mountain-ringed valley worthy of settling. What is now Utah was then part of Mexico (it would become part of the United States in 1848, after the Mexican War). “We started for a resting place, we knew not where,” Patty wrote.




  Patty Sessions and her family helped form the “Big Company,” which arrived in the Salt Lake valley shortly after the first group of settlers in July of 1847. As the family’s leader (several of her children and their families came west with her), she drove and maintained her own wagon—evidence of her independent and tough-minded spirit.




  She slogged up to twelve miles or more a day through prairie grass and over rocky hills in a region with no roads or towns. Sometimes, at the end of the day, she had to turn around and retrace her steps to minister to a sick traveler or help a woman give birth. She once delivered three babies in six hours while the convoy moved westward. Sometimes the women had babies after walking or riding for miles earlier in the day. She records one instance where a woman continued on the trek for thirteen slow miles after she went into labor.




  Sometimes Patty went for days without sleep. When she did, it was often with aching muscles and raw hands. On her fifty-second birthday, she helped a woman give birth, went to a small party her friends had for her, then tended to another two women that same night.




  Patty worked under difficult circumstances, with almost no equipment or medication. She didn’t even have access to the fresh herbs that were the foundation of her treatments. Sometimes, the most she could do was keep patients clean and warm—and pray they would get better. She and her own children were often sick. “I have never felt so bad as now, but I am not discouraged yet,” she wrote, laid up in the back of the wagon during one long illness. But she pushed forward in her typical determined fashion. “My health is poor, my mind weighed down, but my trust is in God.”




  “Mother Sessions” was known not only as a skilled midwife but as a healer with the ability to minister to both physical and spiritual needs of the sick. She would do a “laying on of hands” for healing and give religious blessings. Her diaries record many instances of “speaking in tongues,” which was common for healers in many religions at the time. Joseph Smith had encouraged this role, quoting the biblical book of Mark: “Signs follow all who believe.” He felt this applied to women as well as men.




  It was also common for women to preside over their own church meetings, which were a mixture of religion and socializing. In one women’s meeting, organized by her friend Eliza R. Snow, “they spoke in tongues, I interpreted, some prophesied—it was a feast,” Patty wrote, with obvious satisfaction. At another meeting Patty “blessed Sister Chris-teen by laying my hands upon her head and the Lord spoke through me to her great and marvelous things.” Many of those roles would later be designated specifically as men’s responsibilities, but Patty’s acts show how powerful women were in the church’s early years.




  Though she was one of Joseph Smith’s many “celestial” wives, Patty was less happy about the idea of her husband taking other wives. When David married his second wife, Rosilla, the two strong-willed women fought often. Their sour relationship drove a wedge between Patty and her husband.




  Months of Patty’s diary entries complain about Rosilla and tell of Patty’s sadness when her husband seemed to be favoring his other wife. Writing was an outlet for this woman who wasn’t used to feeling helpless. Patty detailed Rosilla’s “saucy tongue,” her refusal to do chores, and her threats to take David for herself. “Have had another long talk with Rosilla. She says she will not receive any advice from me, she will do as she pleases,” Patty wrote in October of 1846. Her diaries make it clear how hard it was for this whirlwind of a woman to share her life and her husband with someone she disliked so much. Then again, Patty’s forceful personality probably would have made it hard for her to back down to any sister wife.




  Rosilla eventually gave up and returned to Nauvoo. Even though David was angry that Patty had driven Rosilla away, Patty must have been secretly pleased at her victory. When David Sessions took a third wife, Harriet, Patty tried to make peace with the arrangement, drawing on her deep well of inner strength. Like other women of her time, she believed that polygamy was a commandment of God, and she relied on her faith to get past the heartache.




  She also turned her energy toward her many outside enterprises—always a source of satisfaction and self-confidence. When she arrived in Salt Lake City, she set up a home surrounded by fenced orchards she carefully tended (people in Utah still grow the Sessions plum, which she first cultivated). She sold fruit most of her life; she also grew herbs for the poultices and emetics she used for healing. She kept notes on payments from her patients—as well as the times when they couldn’t afford to pay and she didn’t ask them to. She kept meticulous records of her finances, including money owed and repaid on loans to family, friends, and the church.




  She was shrewd in many areas, but she was most famous throughout the territory for her skill as a midwife. Midwives were often the only medical practitioners around, male or female. The importance of children and families, along with the support of male church leadership, made them high-profile members of Mormon society.




  And Patty Sessions was, so to speak, the mother of all Mormon midwives. During Utah’s early years, Patty helped many of the state’s women give birth, delivering about 250 babies in her first year in Utah alone and a lifelong total of 3,977. Her gnarled and calloused but powerful hands were the first things many babies felt in their new world. Her friendly face—with weathered skin, long nose, and broad forehead often topped by an old-fashioned bonnet—was the first thing they saw.




  Like most midwives, she learned her trade mostly through observation and trial and error, but she also attended medical lectures whenever she could. She was a member and later president of the Council of Health, a group dedicated to educating health professionals. She also presided over the Mormon women’s group dedicated to helping the less fortunate, including both settlers and native people, which would later become the church-wide Relief Society. “Much good done in both societies over which I presided,” she wrote in her diary. “The squaws were cloked [sic] the sick and poor were visitet [sic] and administered to and their wants relieved [sic].”




  After David died in 1850, Patty, then in her mid-fifties, maintained her own home, alone—but not for long. In 1851 John Parry, a musician and the first conductor of the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, asked her to marry him. In her journal she wrote, in her usual pragmatic tone: “I feel to thank the Lord that I have some one to cut my wood for me.”




  John took a second wife, but by this time little could faze Patty. She didn’t hold it against him—even though, as in her first marriage, she ended up taking on most of the household responsibilities. That included earning much of the family’s income through her orchards and work as a midwife. She was one of the early investors in Zions Cooperative Mercantile Institution (ZCMI); by 1883 she owned $16,000 worth of shares in the store—an incredible amount of wealth for a woman with such modest beginnings.




  Always looking for extra income, she took in boarders and did the cooking, cleaning, and bookkeeping that entailed. Her hands never stopped moving; she was constantly making gifts for people by hand or on her loom, even into very old age—though by then, she was nearly blind and the recipients often had to redo them. Apparently, doing something poorly wasn’t enough to stop her from doing it. She also frequently gave to charity, dutifully paying her church tithing and adding extra funds to help pay others’ passage to Utah.




  All the while Patty kept teaching and learning—including those dance lessons—well into very old age.




  John Parry died in 1868, and Patty once again settled into running her own household and affairs. In 1870 she moved to Bountiful, a town her son helped found north of Salt Lake City. Building on a lifelong love of education, she used proceeds from the ZCMI mercantile to create the Patty Sessions Academy, housed in an attractive brick building, where all were welcome to send their children for a free education. Of course, she taught the classes. This was in 1883, when she was eighty-eight years old.




  Patty continued tending the sick as well as her orchard into her nineties. A diary entry in 1886, when she was ninety-one, reads, “We have got the corn hauled here & stacked.” When she was ninety-three, she recorded going for sleigh rides almost every day and clearing snow off her house after a storm. Patty Sessions wrote her last known diary entry in 1888. She died in 1892, when she was ninety-seven.




  Patty Sessions’s diaries are a detailed and invaluable record of life in the early days of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. But they are also a look into the mind of a particularly strong-willed power-house. In her homespun language she expressed her feelings later in life: “I have been reading my journal and I feel to thank the Lord that I have passed through what I have,” she wrote. “I have gained an experience I could not have gained no other way.”




  ELIZA R. SNOW
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  (1804–1887)




  POET AND PRIESTESS




  When a magazine in Utah printed an article theorizing about “Mortal and Immortal Elements of the Human Body,” a matter of Mormon church doctrine, the story provoked a negative reaction from an important reader: Brigham Young, the president of the church. The article “places me under obligations to correct the minds of the Latter-day Saints,” he wrote in a public response. “On some future occasion when I have time, I may possibly take up the article in detail, but at present shall simply say, as the Prophet Joseph Smith once told an Elder who asked his opinion of a so-called revelation he had written—‘It has just one fault, and that one fault is, it is not true.’”




  One might feel sorry for the man called out by the forbidding Young. But even though the writer was one of Young’s closest confidantes, it wasn’t a man. It was Eliza R. Snow, one of his wives and the most powerful woman in Utah.




  Few trifled with Brigham Young. Eliza Snow was one of the few who could. In this instance she finally backed down to Young and acknowledged that he was right—six months later in a tiny newspaper notice.
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