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To my daughter Sue, 
an amazing girl, a remarkable woman.




INTRODUCTION



“Children are our most valuable resource,” according to the thirty-first President of the United States, Herbert Clark Hoover (1929–1933). Nowhere was this adage truer than along westward trails and in rustic homes first established by pioneering families. Children were necessary workers who helped with the many chores associated with maintaining a covered wagon on the long trek across the Plains, or the duties and responsibilities of running a ranch or farm in the growing Southwest.


Girls from a very early age were expected to care for younger children, wash clothes and dishes, cook and clean, feed the poultry and pigs, milk the cows, administer to sick animals, and tend the gardens. They helped mend fences, round up wandering herds, and repair dried-up water holes. According to Cathy Luchetti, author of Children of the West: Family Life on the Frontier, “Girls were slated to tend the familial home first, their own futures second, and according to their responsibilities, their behavior was closely monitored.”
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Yet even as early as the 1800s, girls strained against the confines of housework and home chores, particularly those who came west with their families and saw the possibilities and potential of conquering new lands and new beginnings.


They tossed off their restrictive sunbonnets that allowed limited vision, and rode pell-mell across the vast countryside. They watched the sun rise and set as they stoked the campfire on a cattle drive. They learned to wrangle a calf and break a horse, and reveled in the beauty of the desert as they rode out to repair fences, farm the land, and tend the stock. They discovered and embraced the new world that lay before them.


A number of their feats were truly amazing, even astounding. Not just because they were little girls, but also because they met head-on life’s most demanding and difficult experiences.


Early Arizona girls faced unique challenges— unbelievable heat, lack of water, strange foods, dangerous animals, and uprooted Native Indians. They learned to cope with the heat, preserve precious water, savor new victuals, avoid and defend themselves from lurking predators. But most of all, they conquered the dangers and difficulties encountered in their daily lives.


The beauty of the Arizona desert, its lush high-mesa plains and snowcapped northern mountains, brought out creative possibilities in young girls as they painted and wrote of the spell the wild territory cast over their lives.


[image: image]


Girls penned letters, journals, and diaries, describing their tears of hardships and heartaches, their dreams of greatness and love. They spoke of Indian massacres and captivity, imprisonment and banishment. They complained about endless chores and squabbling younger siblings. And they boasted of unrewarded accomplishments and prohibited misdeeds. The passage of time has not dimmed their ordeals and achievements. Interspersed with historic details, the earnest stories of these sometimes brave, often heroic young girls have survived the passage of time to be told and retold, with their own words.
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INDIAN CAPTIVE



Olive Ann Oatman (Fairchild)


1837–1903


With each barefoot step, Olive Ann Oatman felt the stab of an Indian’s lance provoking her to move faster. Tightly clutching her little sister’s hand, she tried to quiet the child’s sobs of fright and pain as the Indians hurried the two girls across the rock-strewn desert. Mary Ann’s tiny footsteps left a bloody path as both girls struggled to maintain the unrelenting pace their captors demanded. Farther and farther they traveled, miles from where their abductors had brutally attacked the Oatman family. From the horrors Olive and Mary Ann witnessed, they feared their entire family now lay dead or dying.


Thirteen-year-old Olive did not know what fate awaited her and eight-year-old Mary Ann, but during the ensuing terrifying days, she found herself wishing she might also end up lying beside their parents and five siblings along the banks of the Gila River, deep within Arizona Territory.


Olive had been excited about the adventure that lay before her family as she helped her mother prepare for the long journey from Illinois to the promised land of Bashan that James Colin Brewster, who had broken from Brigham Young’s Mormon teachings, touted as the land of golden opportunity. In 1846, Young had called his people to follow him to Utah. In 1849, Brewster ordered his followers to prepare for the journey to what he described as the real Zion located at the confluence of the Gila and Colorado Rivers, across the desolate and dangerous Southwestern desert. In the summer of 1850, with his farm failing to provide for his growing family, Roys Oatman, Olive’s father, led his wife Mary Ann and their seven children across the Mississippi River to join other Brewsterites in Independence, Missouri. From there, the wagon train headed west.


The trip was long and arduous, but the travelers remained a cohesive group until October when their wagons rumbled into New Mexico Territory. By then, dissension was brewing among the homesteaders.
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Unable to resolve their differences, one group led by Brewster headed toward Santa Fe while the Oatmans hitched their wagons to the contingent going by way of the Rio Grande Valley. Awed by the stark beauty of the surrounding desert, Olive was also old enough to understand the dangers she and her family might encounter along this unfamiliar path. A lack of food already made the travelers disgruntled and tense. Now they faced the possibility of Indian attacks as they crossed into hostile Apache territory.


On January 8, 1851, the Oatmans and the rest of the party arrived in the dusty Mexican town of Tucson. It would take an act of Congress in 1854 to ratify the Gadsden Purchase and make Tucson, along with land south of the Gila River, part of the United States. Even then, this region remained part of New Mexico Territory until 1863 when the Territory of Arizona was finally established.


In dire need of food and supplies before continuing their journey across the heart of the Southwestern desert, the straggling travelers found no provisions in Tucson. Scant rain had fallen during the past winter, drying up what crops the Apaches had not ransacked and ravished. The townspeople were hard put to feed themselves.


Olive, along with her older sister Lucy, kept watch over the younger Oatman children while the adults considered their next course of action. Olive was most worried about little Mary Ann, named after her mother, who had never been as healthy as the other children. She had no such worries about her strapping fourteen-year-old brother Lorenzo who was already more man than boy.


Again the group split into two factions with one group choosing to stay in Tucson until they could buy or produce enough food for the journey west. The other party, including the Oatmans, headed north about ninety miles to Maricopa Wells where they hoped friendly Pima and Maricopa tribes might spare essential supplies for the desert crossing. They still had over two hundred treacherous miles to go before reaching the banks of the Colorado River.


But there was no food to spare in the drought-stricken tribal villages.


While in Maricopa Wells, Roys Oatman met John Lawrence LeConte, considered one of the foremost entomologists of the nineteenth century, and an expert in the study and identification of beetles. LeConte was on an expedition to explore the Colorado River area and study the insects of the Southwest. He and his guide had just traveled the span of desert from the army encampment at Yuma, situated on the shores of the Colorado River. Not once, LeConte proclaimed, had he seen any hostile Indians along the way. Several tribes occupied or traveled the land between Maricopa Wells and the Colorado River, including the numerous Western Apaches and the lesser-known Yavapai tribes.


[image: image]


While the rest of the homesteaders chose to remain in Maricopa Wells until they could acquire much-needed supplies, Roys Oatman, relying on LeConte’s declaration that he would not encounter renegade Indians, readied his family for the strenuous trip across the desert. With his wife one month away from giving birth to their eighth child, he might have felt she would be safer within the confines Camp Yuma than in an ancient Indian village.


On February 10, 1851, with scant food, four skinny cows, and one wagon pulled by a couple of starving oxen, the Oatmans headed out alone, following the Gila River toward the Colorado River. The way was exceedingly rough, the family already exhausted from lack of food and the long journey already endured.


Each day they faced steep hills that had to be climbed, only to discover another rise on the other side. Because the emaciated oxen, burdened with the weighty wagon containing all their possessions, balked at scrambling up the precipitous prominences, the family emptied the wagon and toted their belongings up each hill. They then had to put everything back into the wagon before starting out again. They rarely conquered more than one hill a day.


After six days on their own, Olive and the rest of the family were overjoyed when James LeConte, on his way back to Camp Yuma, stopped by their meager campsite. Seeing the desperation of the Oatmans, LeConte told the family he would ride ahead and send a party of soldiers to escort them the rest of the way. Grateful, the Oatmans watched the entomologist ride away, believing their woeful journey almost at an end.


LeConte, however, only traveled a few miles before a small band of Indians accosted him and took off with his horse and that of his guide. Fearing the Oatmans might encounter the same Indians, he tacked a note on a nearby tree warning of the danger before hurrying on toward Yuma. He could only pray the Oatmans found his note.
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The next day, February 18, the family rose to face yet another sheer incline. All day they toted their possessions up the bluff that rose above the Gila River. Finally, with everything again in place, the exhausted family sat down to supper—a weak pot of soup sopped up with small pieces of bread. They ate ravenously, too tired to complain about the meager feast.


From out of nowhere the Indians appeared and approached the bedraggled family. Begging for food, the half-starved band accepted the Oatman’s paltry offerings, then demanded more. But with over eighty miles yet to go, the family could spare no more.


Without warning, the Indians attacked. Olive watched horrified as first her older brother Lorenzo fell from a vicious blow to the head. Next her father, then her mother with baby Roland in her arms, were brutally beaten to the ground. One by one, she witnessed her sisters Lucy and Charity, and little Roys Jr., drop lifeless onto the rock-hard earth. Only she and Mary Ann remained standing, the Indians forcing them away from the blood-soaked landscape.


Neither girl had time to mourn the outcome of the gruesome acts they had witnessed. Hurried off barefoot and bewildered, across unfamiliar barren lands, terrified of what dreadful fate might await them, they dared not even speak to each other.


Olive always thought her captors were raiding Apaches who readily attacked for sport, but in all probability the Indians who descended upon the lone wagon came from one of the nearby Yavapai tribes, although no proof exists confirming which tribe the warriors represented.


Hour after hour the girls stumbled over sharp rocks that left their feet bleeding profusely. For nourishment, they were offered food from their own wagon. Neither sister could eat the ill-gotten rations. Later, Olive recorded her memories in the book, Captivity of the Oatman Girls:




The Indians took off their packs, struck a fire, and began in their own way to make preparations for a meal. They boiled some of the beans just from our wagon, mixed some flour with water, and baked it in the ashes. They offered us some food, but in the most insulting and taunting manner, continually making merry over every indication of grief in us, and with which our hearts were ready to break. We could not eat. After the meal, and about an hour’s rest, they began to repack and make preparations to proceed.
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Once again on the move, Olive steeled herself against the agony of the forced march. But little Mary Ann soon weakened. Each time the child fell, she was beaten until she rose and willed herself to continue. Eventually, she could go no farther and one of the Indians hauled the little girl up on his back while prodding Olive to move even faster.


The group continued across the almost treeless desert, ever under the blinding glare of an unrelenting sun. Olive tended to Mary Ann as best she could, but she had no means to alleviate her sister’s pain and anguish. “We thought they would kill us and hoped they would do so,” she remembered.


After three or four days, a village appeared on the horizon that Olive later described as “a cluster of low, thatched huts, each having an opening near the ground.” Here she and Mary Ann spent the next year as slaves— ridiculed, beaten, and starved to the point of death, but always left alive enough to do the bidding of their new masters.


They were forced to carry heavy loads and whipped if they dropped their burdens. Even the smallest children taunted and teased, poked and jabbed, forcing the two girls to do their bidding.


For food they had to fend for themselves. Mesquite beans, grass seed, roots, and tree bark were mainstays. What little meat was brought into the camp never made it to Olive and Mary Ann’s plates. The past winter, devoid of rain to nourish the crops, had left the entire tribe suffering from lack of food.


Olive numbly went about her tasks, avoiding those who enjoyed lashing out at her. She tried to shield frail Mary Ann as best she could, but her sister suffered terribly that first year.


Occasionally, a group of Mohave Indians visited the camp bringing much-needed vegetables and grains, which they exchanged for furs and animal skins. The Mohaves became interested in the two white girls and began bargaining for them, finally purchasing Olive and Mary Ann for three blankets, two horses, some vegetables, and a handful of beads. The girls had no idea what lay in store for them.


Once again, they were force-marched across the desert until reaching the Mohave encampment in a lush, fertile basin along the shores of the Colorado River, known today as Mohave Valley. If Olive knew where she was, she might have thought it ironic she had finally reached Bashan, the golden land James Brewster evoked in his teachings. She later recalled her first impression of the valley that spread before her:




We found the location and scenery of our new home much pleasanter than the one last occupied. The valley extended about thirty or forty miles, northeast by south-west, and varying from two to five miles in width. Through its whole length flowed the beautiful Colorado, in places a rapid, leaping stream, in others making its way quietly, noiselessly over a deeper bed.





The Mohaves tended to be more compassionate than their previous masters, but the girls were never allowed to forget they were still prisoners. Nevertheless, the chief’s wife Aespaneo, and daughter Topeka, showed a semblance of friendliness by offering the girls blankets to stave off chilling winds that blew across the swift-flowing Colorado River.


Some time after settling in the Mohave village, Olive and Mary Ann were decorated with indelible markings that the Mohave people considered fashionable adornments. Each girl was subjected to numerous pricks along her chin and arms, likely with a cactus spine, marking deep lines in the skin.


Next, ground stone was mixed with the juice of a weed and rubbed into the wounds, leaving permanent tattoos. Some believed the Mohaves marked all their slaves in this manner to identify them if they ran away. However, the Mohaves applied these markings to themselves as well and considered them attractive embellishments.


The Mohaves relied on heavy winter rains to replenish the constantly flowing Colorado River. As the river overflowed its banks, it fed their crops of wheat and vegetables, providing an abundant food supply. Aespaneo and Topeka gave Olive and Mary Ann a plot of ground and a few seeds to grow their own crops, but Mary Ann remained weak and frail.


As the winter of 1855 blew in, it brought dry winds but little rain, parching the Mohaves’ verdant fields. Before long, the entire village was on the brink of starvation. Olive, along with many of the villagers, traveled long distances searching for nuts, berries, seeds, anything to stave off hunger.


Sadly, Mary Ann was too weak to go on these hunts. Olive searched for birds’ eggs to feed the little girl and often begged for morsels of food from anyone passing by. But nothing could save her little sister.
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Even Olive could not recall exactly when her sister died, but it was probably in the spring or summer after that winter that left so many villagers dead from starvation. The little girl was twelve years old and had spent her last four years on earth in captivity.


Now seventeen-year-old Olive was truly alone and no amount of solace from the sympathetic Mohaves could comfort her. Weeks went by before she finally accepted that she would live the rest of her life within the confines of this Indian village along the banks of the beautiful Colorado River.


She learned the Mohave language and took an interest in their religious beliefs, while teaching them what she could remember of her own faith. She dressed in Mohave fashion, which usually consisted of a bark skirt. She was still taunted and teased, but most of the villagers tolerated her presence and left her alone. Aespaneo and Topeka were her only friends. According to Olive, “Had it not been for her [Aespaneo], I must have perished.”


In January 1856, word reached Fort Yuma (renamed from Camp Yuma) that two white girls had been seen in a Mohave village, but the army failed to send troops to investigate the rumor. Not until February, when a Quechan Indian named Francisco claimed he knew of a white woman living with the Mohaves, did the army agree to barter for Olive’s release. At the time, no one was aware that Mary Ann had perished.
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