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  A Taste of the Tales




  Do the names Florinda Fury, Katy Goodgrit, Hippotamus Zephyr, Sal Fink, Comfort Crockett, and Sally Ann Thunder Ann Whirlwind Crockett draw only a blank? Indeed, when asked to recall any of the tall tales of Davy Crockett, most people never knew that he served as the fictional narrator of often outrageous tall tales, much less that a significant number of the tales concerned the exploits and adventures of backwoods women. The question might cause a few devotees of the legendary Crockett to pause, fall back upon memories of Walt Disney, and quote “Kilt him a bar when he was only three,” a line from “The Ballad of Davy Crockett.” Or upon further thought, they might also remember that when hunting, his grin was often as effective as his rifle, a story the Disney production staff revived rather than created. These, however, are but pale reflections of the original legendary feats of Crockett, a nineteenth-century comic superhero who could tree a ghost, ride his pet thirty-seven-foot-long alligator up Niagara Falls, drink up the Mississippi River, and twice save the world, once by unfreezing the earth and sun from their axes with hot bear oil and once by wringing the tail off Halley’s Comet. And such traits likewise hint at the extraordinary deeds performed by women, the riproarious shemales and sentimental sisters of the Almanacs whose actions nearly echoed those of Crockett himself. This tall-tale Davy and his crew of fellow half-horse, half-alligator frontier screamers had an extraordinary group of female relatives and counterparts who could be just as wild, heroic, comic, and grotesque as the male characters, but whose depictions still maintained or parodied many of the feminine traits accepted as norms in nineteenth-century America.




  The unique tall-tale world of the Crockett Almanacs began as a marketing device in which the publishers attempted to gain a large share of the lucrative almanac market by giving the prospective buyer something more than simply the standard almanac data on sunrise, sunset, weather, tides, and phases of the moon. The publishers recognized the incredible popularity of Crockett and successfully incorporated the current stories circulating about him in newspapers, books, and plays into their publications as a major selling point. Their actions mirrored those of the historical David Crockett, who realized the beneficial effects of such legendary notoriety and manipulated it to enhance his political career. After his heroic death at the Alamo on March 6, 1836, the tales mushroomed to truly epic proportions. As the best-selling and longest-running series of comic almanacs published in the United States before the Civil War, the Crockett Almanacs were a funhouse mirror turned upon the culture of antebellum America.
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  Politically, the tales centered upon the idea of Manifest Destiny and territorial expansion but gave little direct comment upon the issues of states’ rights and slavery. Socially, they dealt primarily with safe satiric targets, groups essentially powerless in nineteenth-century America—African-Americans, Native Americans, and Mexicans—and also, and perhaps most interestingly, with the beginnings of radical changes in the status of women. The anonymous authors emphasized the “otherness” of the riproarious shemales whom they created. They overtly mocked the sentimental tradition to present a comic inversion of the then-current ideal of femininity, while still stressing the secondary status of women’s traditional roles. But, perhaps ironically and unintentionally, by placing women in the savage wilderness and downplaying their civilized traits, the authors broke their female characters loose from society’s strictures to act out male adventures and fantasies with a freedom that only life in the wilderness could allow.




  Such reversals of the stereotypical roles of nineteenth-century women and subsequent satire were at least part of the intent of the anonymous writers who produced the Crockett Almanacs and used Crockett as their main narrator. Their portrayals of women, which range from the heroic to the satiric, from the comic to the sentimental, yield an intriguing view of this time that creates uproarious laughter and provokes serious commentary, often in the same tale. Look as deeply as you wish. The mirror they provide has the ability to reveal much about those times, about the views and beliefs of the writers and the audience that appreciated the stories, and, in true funhouse fashion, also a good deal about the preconceptions of modern readers as they react to a culture far different from their own.




  Given the inherently disposable nature of almanacs, only a few of the tales about Crockett himself have survived, and most surface in scholarly publications. Even rarer are mentions of the women who peopled the Almanacs. Made easily available in their entirety for the first time in this book, these tales and the fascinating woodcuts that illustrate them bring alive a unique world. They explore the broadest possible range of women’s actions, those that exuberantly break the bounds and limits of society and those that piously reinforce those same strictures. Among the highlights of the tales are Lottie Ritchers, who “war a streak of litenin set up edgeways, and buttered with quicksilver”; Katy Goodgrit, who could “grin a wild cat out of countenance”; Oak Wing’s sister, who skinned a live bear with her teeth that were “as long and as sharp as nales”; Nance Bowers, who “war seven feet tall out of her stockins . . . could wipe her feet with her hair . . . [and] swing on the top of a fifty foot hickory tree”; Sal Fungus, who could “laugh the bark off a tree . . . , dance a rock to pieces, ... [and] sing a wolf to sleep”; and Davy’s sister, Comfort Crockett, who was so religious that “when she sung a psalm you’d a thought all the trees in creation war organ pipes an a harrycane blowin the bellows.”




  I believe that these stories are the earliest body of American tall tales about women. They are as entertaining as they are informative in bringing alive the times surrounding their publication from 1835 to 1856. These comic depictions of minorities and women can certainly be judged as cruel and offensive by today’s standards as they were deemed hilarious and delightful to the majority of their original readers. The stories therefore remain a touchstone both for how much has changed and, in some cases, how little. Although the Almanacs have received relatively little scrutiny, their significance has long been established. The Grolier Club of New York included the seven “Nashville” Almanacs of 1835 to 1841 (actually published in Boston) as one of their choices for their 1946 exhibition of “One Hundred Influential American Books Printed before 1900.” These Almanacs were thus placed alongside the Declaration of Independence, the Gettysburg Address, Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, and Poe’s The Raven as American classics.




  Those who wish more information on the context of the stories, their historical and cultural background, and their place within the Humor of the Old Southwest and popular culture of the day might wish to explore the next section, “Shemales, Sentiment, and Stereotypes: A Long View of the Crockett Almanacs.” Those who have whet their whistles with the taste of these tales provided by this brief preface and gathered sufficient strength for their plunge into antebellum humor are welcome to dive directly into the texts. But in either case, please do observe the warning of Ben Harding, Crockett’s seagoing sidekick and editor, before launching into these “terrificashus” yarns: “You had best hoop your ribs before you reed em or you will shake your bowels out a laffing.” (1839, p. 2)




Shemales, Sentiment, and Stereotypes: A Long View of the Crockett Almanacs




HISTORICAL VIEWS OF WOMAN




“Male and Female represent the two sides of the great radical dualism. But, in fact, they are perpetually passing into one another. Fluid hardens to solid, solid rushes to fluid. There is no wholly masculine man, no purely feminine woman.” (Margaret Fuller, Woman in the Nineteenth Century, 1845)




“She has a head almost too small for intellect but just big enough for love.” (Dr. Charles D. Meigs, Lecture on Some of the Distinctive Characteristics of the Female, 1847)




VIEWS OF WOMEN IN THE CROCKETT ALMANACS




“She can jump a seven rail fence backwards, dance a hole through a double oak floor, spin more wool than one of your steam mills, and smoke up a ton of Kentucky weed in a week.” (“Crockett’s Mother [age 148),” 1845, p. 5)




“[Sal Tuig] stood six foot and two inches without her shoes; she had a fist like a rock, and the biggest feet in the whole cleering. Besides all this she had lost an eye at a tea-squall [tea party], and one ear had been bit off in a fite with two wolves.” (“Crockett’s Disappointment,” 1843, p. 8)




After Mike Fink shoots half the comb out of his wife’s hair, he challenges Crockett “to take a blizzard at what was left on it. The angeliferous critter stood still as a scarecrow in a cornfield, for she’d got used to Mike’s tricks by long practiss. ‘No, no, Mike,’ sez I, ‘Davy Crockett’s hand would be sure to shake, if his iron war pointed within a hundred mile of a shemale, and I give up beat, Mike.”’ (“Col. Crockett beat at a Shooting Match,” 1840 Nashville, p. 11)1




Classifying the depictions of women is always a difficult task. Whether historical or fictional, their relation to their age often depends upon the point of view of the author who relates their story as well as that of the reader. And when the idea of the proper role of women in society is debated, as it is on several levels in the quotations above, and further, when it is presented in comic or satiric form, the confusion that results may make a Gordian knot or Rubik’s cube seem simple by comparison. There is no one correct view or interpretation of the tales that compose this volume. They do, however, form part of a tradition that ranges from the classical accounts of ancient goddesses and the Amazons to television’s Xena the Warrior Princess, and from such complete liberation from the bounds of a male-dominated society to total subjugation to imposed cultural roles.




There have always been tales about women who blur gender-defined roles by functioning as men. The riproarious shemales of the Crockett Almanacs, however, are perhaps best initially defined by what they are not. They are not intended as goddesses or culture heroes, beings who are worshiped or who exemplify the most cherished traits of their society. They are not evil. No Medeas making an envenomed dress and tiara for Jason’s new bride and killing her children or Lizzie Borden’s whacking a hatchet into the heads of her parents are in their ranks.2 They are not child rearers. The only mothering in the Almanacs is done by Mother Nature, the wilderness. These women are not socially or politically active. Neither are they depicted as following different sexual paths such as cross-dressing, transvestism, or lesbianism. In the main, despite their occasional savagery, they are simple, sometimes innocent women who are dramatically and comically altered by living in the wilderness. They are who they are because of where they are. The authors’ use of this geographical determinism reiterates the same view of the American frontier that informs the works of J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur and James Fenimore Cooper, among others. This belief liberates the authors to have these women act as they choose, to emulate the half-horse, half-alligator shenanigans of backwoods males or to echo the sentimental stereotypes that equate women with all things civilized. Often they fall between these poles, sample both roles, select the most outlandishly wild path, temper it with a bit of sentiment, and proceed on in their adventures to hilarious and sometimes grotesque conclusions. Through the slapdash work of their anonymous nineteenth-century creators, who, given the practices of the printing trade, are very likely male, the shemales of the Almanacs carry a great deal of cultural and comic baggage that we can unpack. The authors are as aware of classical myths and the traditional satires and comedic depictions of women as they are of the struggle over the proper sphere of women in their own day, but however interesting and informative, all this serves as mere background to their truly original creations in the Almanacs. As a part of the dominant Boston–New York–Philadelphia printing axis and likely residents of those cities, these authors seem to have followed the advice of one of their number who uses Davy Crockett to instruct us in the pecking order of manly life in the wilderness: “If he can’t hunt, perhaps he can fight; and if he can’t fight perhaps he can scream; and if he can’t scream, perhaps he can grin pretty severe; and if he can’t do that, perhaps he can tell a story.” (1841, p. [29])




The women of the Crockett Almanacs do hunt, fight, scream, and more. In these activities, they are part of a continuum in the depiction of women who range from nearly equal to clearly superior to their male counterparts in all the activities that their particular culture and age deem appropriate for men. In examining the ancestors, contemporaries, and in a very brief way, the inheritors of the characteristics of women of the Almanacs, the huge range to be explored contains mythic, historical, and fictional narratives, some but not all related with a humorous intent. In so doing, this introduction is far from comprehensive. With the riproarious shemales of the Crockett Almanacs as its main focus, it seeks to examine the originality of these portrayals from 1835 to 1856 as they modify those of their precursors and incorporate and highlight the sentiment and stereotypes of antebellum America as part of the satire. The picture is never completely clear or constant. Just as the tales in this volume range from the fantastic and outrageous to the believable and mundane, as their creators quickly blend their perceptions of past and present to meet publication deadlines, so too can readers who accept the confluence of imagination and history delight in these hybrid women, who, in the hands of these same authors, twist the perceived realities of frontier life with comic gusto.




ANCESTORS




In approaching classical myth, literature, and history as the origin of the idea of the manly or manlike woman, language is in many ways an appropriate starting point for the investigation of meaning. Perhaps the most ancient category for shemales is that of androgyny, since in its broadest conceptual sense it is two within one and is the linguistic combination of the male (andro-) and the female (gyne-).3 In the case of the Crockett Almanacs, however, none of the physical aspects or modem connotations and mistaken associations of androgyny apply. Physical hermaphroditism, bisexuality, and homosexuality are never broached as topics or used in descriptions. Even if these women sometimes look like men in the woodcuts that illustrate the tales, the sex of the riproarious shemales is unambiguous; they simply choose to add masculine gender roles, sometimes overpowering ones, to their existing feminine roles.




Hera, the supreme goddess of the Greeks, provides another interesting point of departure, not for any assumption of masculine roles, since she was far too busy meting out punishment for her husband Zeus’s sexual adventures and rapes and too smart to challenge his power directly, but because of her name. While it is open to debate, some have suggested that Hera is the feminine form of the word heros, meaning “glorified ancestor.”4 In English, the dominantly masculine connotations of the word hero and its feminine form, the diminutive heroine, now mute the original duality of heroism in terms of gender.




Moving from rudimentary philology to myth, it is clear that Athena is a far closer ancestor to the shemale than Hera. Athena is the daughter of Zeus and Metis, not Hera. Zeus swallowed the pregnant Metis, a daughter of the Titans, but developed such a severe headache that Prometheus had to split his head open with an axe to relieve it. Athena sprang fully grown—and in some later accounts, fully armed—from Zeus’s head, giving dramatic emphasis to her dual roles as goddess of wisdom and of warfare. In the latter role, Athena is mainly a protectress and is most often remembered as a defender and champion of heroes—all male, of course. She tells Cadmus to plant dragon’s teeth, from which spring the noblemen that help him to found Thebes, helps Bellerophon capture and bridle Pegasus, and Perseus to behead the Gorgon. She also, among others, protects and aids Heracles, Orestes, Odysseus, and his son Telemachus.5




It is relatively easy to place the shemales of the Crockett Almanacs under the cloak of Athena, for they also function widely as protectors and, like Athena, when they battle, it is to defend their men or themselves. Rarely do they engage in offensive or aggressive warfare. All those in the “Battles with Humans” section, for example, are attacked, mistreated, or otherwise provoked into fighting. Though they do not initiate conflict, shemales are more than willing to brawl and batter in any no-holds-barred event. Take “Sal Fink, the Mississippi Screamer,” for instance, who, when captured and carried off “by about fifty Indians . . . to Roast flesh Hollow,” turned the tables on them when they were asleep by slipping her bonds and tying all their heels together around the campfire. Finally, “she, with a suddenachous jerk, that made the intire woods tremble, pulled the intire lot o’ sleepin’ redskins into that ar great fire, fast together” to make her escape and prove out the subtitle of this tale, “How She Cooked Injuns.”(172)




Noted as well throughout the Almanac stories, and particularly in the section “Battles with Animals,” these shemales obviously also inherited the qualities associated with Artemis, a child of Zeus and Leto and the twin of Apollo. She is the goddess of the hunt, a figure more at home roving the mountains and forests of Arcadia with her silver bow and pack of hunting hounds than residing on Olympus. Again, shemales are in one way a tad more subdued than goddesses. Although still protectresses, they very seldom set off on a hunt. Like Davy’s wife, whose full name of Sally Ann Thunder Ann Whirlwind Crockett is revealed only once in the Almanacs, they defend their loved ones and themselves or retaliate against attacks or creatures that stalk them. In “An Evening Visiter,” Sally Ann rescues Davy, as he says, when she grabs his rifle, Killdevil, “like a flash and fired it in time to save my life” from a “monstopolous grate wild cat.”(152, 151) In “Perilous Adventure with a Black Bear,” she helped to distract the rampaging beast from her husband when “she caught up a hickory rail, and as the bear rushed at her with his mouth wide open she ran it down his throat.”6(138)




Another parallel exists between classical mythology and shemale stories in that their narratives both generally restrict the choices of women. In myth, those who marry normally die or kill their husbands and children. Those who do not marry are either transformed and fixed in some aspect of their maiden state, like Daphne, who avoids Apollo’s advances by becoming a laurel tree, or cross gender barriers, as in the case of Athena and Artemis, to act like men.7 While it is a bit of a logical leap, most shemales further reflect the qualities of their two divine virginal forebears and likewise remain unmarried. Even those who do wed (Davy’s wife, Sally Ann Thunder Ann Whirlwind Crockett again serving as the most notable example) evince comparatively little subservience to their mates and surrender only some of their freedom, individuality, and roaming life in the wilderness for home and hearth. They never fall victim to Alexis de Tocqueville’s astute historical judgment that in nineteenth-century America “the independence of woman is irrecoverably lost in the bonds of matrimony.”8 As many of the tales of battles with men and beasts and even the “Courting Stories and Amorous Adventures” reveal, married shemales never give up the adventurous frontier lifestyle of their single sisters, and they remain in relatively the same status in the tales.




For many, the most evocative and enduring image of this Athena-Artemis-shemale is that of the warrior-woman race of the Amazons. The long-standing argument over whether the Amazons ever existed is perhaps less important than their even longer-standing appeal to the popular mind from the time of Homer to the present day. Disappearing as a race after the fall of Troy, the Amazons are often discussed in ancient literature and represented in ancient art. The accounts of Homer, Herodotus, Strabo, Diodorus Siculus, and Plutarch resonate with the same depictions of the battles of the Greeks against the Amazons visualized in art in the Athenian Treasury at Delphi and in the Parthenon.9 Amazons are carved on the pediment of the temple of Zeus at Olympia and appear as a near constant theme on vases and in paintings and sculpture. Often they are shown in combat with Heracles and by extension are linked again to Athena, his chief protector, whose shield in the Parthenon also bears their image.10 The Amazons worship Ares, the god of war, and an early version of Artemis, and conduct a society in which men serve only as domestic slaves; further, they kill, cripple, or banish male children. These shunned offspring are reared by their fathers, the neighboring Gargarian men, with whom the Amazons have mated at random and in the dark until pregnant to assure the continuation of their race. Two months of each year are reserved for mating and, to enhance their desired gene pool, only those warriors who have killed a man in battle can participate. Amazons are also superb equestrians and bare, sear, or remove one or both breasts to improve their prowess with bow and spear.11 The profile of such a warrior is unique:




The individual Amazon was an exquisite instrument of lethality, combining an inbred ridicule of male-oriented society with a craving for the exhilaration of battle. A pitiless slayer, she liked to kill from a distance with arrows that reached their mark before the victim saw them discharged, arrows that pinioned feet to the ground and hands to shield, and impaled torso, neck, and limbs. Even better, she liked to kill at short range with sword, spear, or bipennis, the famed Amazon double-edged ax.12




The Amazons are clearly an extreme version of the shemale, far more extreme than one can find between the covers of a Crockett Almanac, even though they share some characteristics. Shemales are fierce too, but mainly because of their standard of comparison—the nineteenth-century sentimental norm for women. The key to their difference hearkens back to the protectress role of Athena. Like her and unlike the Amazons, the women of the Almanacs seldom exhibit overt aggression and a preference for offensive warfare. They are a curious amalgam of male and female traits: curious because of their comic tall-tale presentation and an amalgam for selectively sampling the behavior of both sexes.




Another rough parallel exists between the intentional self-mutilation of the Amazons, albeit for purposes of warfare, and the “comic” mutilation of the riproarious shemales by the authors of those tales for the purposes of satire. These are sprinkled throughout the range of the stories and concentrated in the “Wild and Grotesque Description” section. The epitome of “comic” mutilation in the Crockett Almanacs is displayed in “Gum Swamp Breeding.” Davy tells us why he was so smitten with her.




This gal was named Jerusha Stubbs, and had only one eye, but that was pritty enough for two. . . . One of her legs was a little shorter than the other. . . . She had two cancers cut out of her breast, so that she was as flat as a board up and down there, which I couldn’t have got over no how, only she had a beautiful grate hump on her back, and that made up for having nothing of the kind in front.




All this, together with boils, a harelip, and the fact that most of her teeth had rotted out, are all part of Jerusha’s beauty for her backwoods beau. (109–110) Strikingly, in both instances, breasts are removed and symbolically and actually sever these women from perhaps their most feminine role—that of mother and nurturer. The positing of shemales as grotesques simultaneously separates them from the norms of civilization and seems to validate them as denizens of the wilderness in the imaginations of the writers.




Although their descriptions attract the most attention, the “grotesque” shemales usually engage as well in manlike adventures in their tales. In having these women step outside of their expected roles, the authors of the Almanacs join them to a historically long chain of women who are admired and even revered for their male qualities. The logical progression of heroic traits thus runs from goddesses like Athena and Artemis to queens and warrior queens, and to crusaders, women ready to die for their beliefs and desires. Even though such historical figures tend to be aristocratic by birth, action, or thought, and rather unlike those immersed in fiction and placed in the “classless” imaginative world of the American frontier, they often reveal the same “male” attributes that are exhibited by the shemales of the Almanacs and demonstrate a long-standing tradition of powerful women who often act as men but retain their femininity. The authors of the tales (and perhaps some of the readers) were conversant enough with both classical literature and myth, particularly the patterns the life of an epic hero would follow, to have Crockett reenact the role of Prometheus in one of his adventures. They were likewise familiar with the lives of many of these great women of history, especially those who were associated with Western European culture. They had available to them Samuel Knapp’s Female Biography (1833), for example, which featured sections on Cleopatra, Boadicea (Boudica), Joan of Arc, Isabella of Castille, Maria Theresa, and Catherine the Great, among others.13 The Almanac authors appear, in fact, to draw upon a general sense of the power and malelike behavior of these queens and warriors as indirect support for the existence of shemales. Add in a dash of frontier savagery and pepper with nineteenth-century preconceptions about proper roles for women, and the proper recipe for the present tales results.




In sampling the stories of well-known queens, rulers who often direct wars and battles but do not actually fight in them, one can certainly begin with the Old Testament and the story of Esther from the fifth century B.C.14 As a queen, she successfully overcomes her fear to intercede with her husband, Ahasuerus (Xerxes I), king of Persia, to stop the slaughter of the Jews. Haman, the enemy of Esther’s cousin and adoptive father, Mordecai, issued an edict that the king had signed. Using her wiles to reveal Haman’s plot, Esther finally identifies herself as a Jew and convinces her husband to issue another edict allowing her people to arm themselves, since under Persian law the king’s edicts could not be revoked. She is somewhat less fearful and less feminine when she asks the king to have the bodies of Haman’s ten sons publicly hanged (Esther 9:13). Clearly, Esther’s role of protectress links her to Athena. Although the authenticity of her story has no corroborating historical evidence outside of the Old Testament, her heroism and the victory of her people are still celebrated throughout the Jewish world with the feast of Purim.




Other such notable pre-nineteenth-century queens range from Cleopatra (69 B.C.–30 B.C.) to Catherine the Great (1729–96); they exhibit extraordinary qualities of leadership and innovation in matters of state, traits that, though dominant, never erase their feminine nature. The democratic norms of the nineteenth-century American frontier keep shemales from such positions of leadership. Just like their male counterparts, for the most part these women operate as rugged individualists in their adventures and give no hint of interest in statecraft.




You find no one like Cleopatra, for example, a woman whose vaulting political ambition to keep the Egyptian dynasty of the Ptolemies independent of Rome is sometimes eclipsed by the tales of her legendary beauty (which Plutarch disputes). Likewise, her rise to power and military engagements are less well known than the stories of her suicide, her choosing death by poison or the bite of an asp before humiliation in Rome at the hands of Octavian, the victor over her forces and those of Marc Antony at the naval battle of Actium (31 B.C.).




A ruler-queen often acts on an international scale, one far beyond the scope of the frontier Almanac women, whose boundaries for behavior, whether they seek to break these constraints or not, are drawn by the sentimental norms of the day. Activity and independence, action rather than ultimate global influence, allows these queens to reach out a hand to the Almanac shemales.




Certainly one such independent female monarch is Eleanor of Aquitaine (1122–1204). Her life as the “grandmother of Europe,” Queen of France, Queen of England, mother of two kings of England, Richard the Lion-Hearted and John, is as politically significant and active as it is long. But in addition to accompanying her first husband, King Louis VII of France, on the Second Crusade, fomenting an unsuccessful rebellion with her sons against her second husband, King Henry II of England, surviving fifteen years of confinement until Henry’s death, arranging Richard’s marriage, governing while he fought in the Crusades and putting down John’s rebellion, ransoming Richard from Austria, and supporting John as king after Richard’s death, Eleanor is also known for her beauty, love of learning, and patronage of culture. The brief period from when she left Henry because of his many open love affairs and returned to her palace at Poitiers in Aquitaine in 1169, until her confinement in 1174 for her part in the rebellion against him, fostered a courtly tradition of respect and equality or superiority for women and the installing of courtesy and manners as ideals for knights. She commissioned a guidebook on the proper courting of a lady and encouraged Chrétien de Troyes to find the source of his poetic inspiration in the story of King Arthur and the knights of the Round Table. Versions of all these concepts undergird the conception of and “proper” or civilized treatment of women in the nineteenth century and are oftentimes ruthlessly parodied in the Crockett Almanacs, especially in the tales in the “Courting Stories and Amorous Adventures” section of this book.




Several parallels exist between Eleanor and her contemporary, Queen Tamara, who was given the title of “Mountain of God” by her father when he appointed her co-ruler in 1178. Tamara’s military campaigns extended the boundaries of her land and secured the independence of the feudal kingdom of Georgia from the Turks. She ruled from 1184 to 1212 and, like Eleanor, inspired a renaissance in arts and letters, a golden age in Georgia that lasted until the followers of Genghis Khan destroyed the capital of Tiflis (now Tbilisi) in 1236.




The fame of Queen Isabella I of Spain (1451–1504), so firmly connected with her sponsorship of the voyages of Columbus, also finds its root in military campaigns. After the union of her kingdom of Castille with that of Aragon by her marriage to Ferdinand, her belief in her divinely inspired mission to end Muslim rule in their last strongholds on the Iberian peninsula culminated in her defeat of the kingdom of Granada and capture of the Alhambra from Boabdil, the last of the caliphs, in January 1492. Also like Eleanor and Tamara, Isabella was described as beautiful. Unlike these two earlier queens, however, Isabella and Ferdinand closed rather than opened a renaissance. To assert Roman Catholicism as the one true faith, these monarchs required nonbelievers to convert or be expelled. Many of the leading intellectuals, public servants, and artisans of Granada were Muslims and Jews. Nearly all the Jews refused conversion and began to leave Spain immediately. An edict in 1501 offered Muslims the same choice. Suspicion of those who remained as recent converts or who had turned to Catholicism over the past few centuries led to the reintroduction of the Inquisition, ostensibly to determine their religious loyalty, but realistically it was also a process used to strip them of property, wealth, and because of racial difference, their lives.




With the fall of Granada and the end of her military crusade, Isabella now had freed the funds necessary to back a highly speculative venture—Columbus’s voyage to the Indies. Constant to the end, she did so in hopes of great wealth and of converting a new people to the Catholic faith. Columbus and Isabella both died in 1504—he firmly believing that he had found the Orient, and she, regretting the enslaving of the people Columbus had discovered, insisting in her last official act that they be treated fairly as people with souls. Unfortunately, the act had no real effect. This sequence of entrenched racism toward Native Americans appears as a staple of much nineteenth-century popular literature of the frontier and is redefined and reenacted in a few of the Almanac stories.




As “Good Queen Bess,” Elizabeth I of England (1533–1603) also dealt with the commingled religious and political turmoil. Elizabeth had Parliament pass laws to establish the Church of England as the official church and eventually executed her cousin Mary, queen of Scots, eliminating the chance of a Catholic line succeeding to the throne, a threat effectively ended with the defeat of the Spanish Armada the next year, in 1588. She supported American colonization, both the efforts of Sir Walter Ralegh in his two Roanoke colonies and that of the Virginia Company, who named their colony after the then-deceased Virgin Queen. Likewise, she covertly encouraged her “sea dogs”—Sir Francis Drake and John Hawkins, among others—in their privateering and pillaging along the Spanish Main. All this was balanced during the Age of Elizabeth by a flowering in the science, arts, and particularly in literature through the work of John Donne, Edmund Spenser, Ben Jonson, Christopher Marlowe, and of course, William Shakespeare.




The eighteenth century saw the rise of two powerful empresses in Europe—Maria Theresa of Austria (1717–1780) and Catherine the Great of Russia (1729–1796). Both were affected by the ideas of the Enlightenment and did much to bring their peoples out of a feudal system by instituting legal and economic reforms, reorganizing political administration, and extending and improving education and medical care. Both defended and increased their huge, multinational empires and ruled them successfully. Personally, despite their support of the arts, they were quite different. Patron of the music of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, mother of sixteen children, and capable of great tact and compassion, Maria Theresa, like Elizabeth I, was seen as a mother to her country. Catherine the Great was a fine horsewoman and hunter, a well-versed scholar who became famous throughout Europe for her description of an ideal government in a work she called her Great Instruction and who published school text-books, including her own Primer for Youth, wrote for the theater and the opera, subsidized the translation of foreign books, and made St. Petersburg, and especially the Hermitage palace, a cultural center.




In their mastering of male-dominated roles, many of these queens foreshadow the shemales of the Crockett Almanacs. The grand scale of their far-ranging actions and their “feminine” side, often witnessed through their intellectual endeavors and achievements, however, place them apart from the Almanac women. These queens rule—and rule men—but they do not personally engage in battles. Their achievements come more from mental prowess, political agility, and organizational skills than from individual action. It is another group, the warrior queens and crusaders, that brings the historic parallel one step closer to the imagined American frontier shemales of the nineteenth century by actively participating in combat.




The period from the Old Testament to the time of the Almanacs again yields a memorable sample of such extraordinary warrior women. Chapter 5 of the book of Judges records “The Song of Deborah,” in which she rallies the tribes of Israel to defeat Sisera, the Canaanite commander, by instructing Barak to raise ten thousand men to march against the enemy and accompanying them into battle (c. 1150 B.C.). Her “Song” also records the more active role of Jael, the wife of Heber, who kills the fleeing Sisera when he sleeps by driving a tent peg through his head.




Ancient Irish literature tells of the long and ultimately unsuccessful war that Medb (Maeve), the queen of western Ireland, fought about the time of the birth of Christ against the province of Ulster and its hero, Cuchulainn. He, perhaps ironically, had learned his martial skills from the woman warrior Scathach on the Isle of Skye and honed them in his training through combat with Aife, “the hardest woman warrior in the world.” While the story of Medb’s bloody aggression and guile echoes that of Athena-Artemis and perhaps the Amazons, also of interest is the way in which the conflict begins. The Tain, the Celtic cycle that is the source for this struggle, commences with a verbal battle of boasts, a “flyting” in literary terms, between Medb and Ailill, her husband, over superiority. While in bed engaging in their “pillow talk,” they dispute the primacy of their lineage, their wisdom, generosity in gift giving, ability in combat, number of troops under their personal disposal, provinces under individual command, and even offers of marriage and wedding presents, until Ailill is so angered that he challenges Medb to prove her claims of greater wealth. They jump from bed and begin an inventory of possessions, with Medb finally admitting that the finest bull had joined Ailill’s herd after refusing to be led by a woman. She then determines to best her husband by securing the finest bull in Ireland, the Brown Bull of Ulster, thus beginning the contest with Cuchulainn.15




In England, the reason for Boudica’s ascendancy to the status of warrior queen has, to modem readers, a less frivolous origin than a battle of egos. A Briton of the royal house, this widow of King Prasutagus of the Iceni raised a mighty rebellion in 60 A.D. against the Roman emperor Nero after he annexed all the family’s lands, ignoring the terms of Prasutagus’s will, and after she and her daughters were tortured and assaulted by Roman soldiers and her tribesmen enslaved. Mounting a force estimated between 100,000 and 120,000 men, women, and children, Boudica destroyed Camulodunum (Colchester), laid waste to Londinium (London), and burned Veralamium (St. Albans), killing some 70,000 people. In the subsequent battle against the Roman legions under Suetonius, the governor of the province, 80,000 Britons were killed, and Boudica poisoned herself to avoid capture.16




Zenobia (Septima Bat Zabbai), queen of Palmyra (a city in present-day Syria), is another warrior widow who fought against Rome, not because of any personal wrong done to her but from a desire for power. A huntress who preferred horses to chariots, she declared herself queen rather than rule as her son’s regent and extended her sovereignty and control of major trade routes by conquering most of Egypt, Syria, and Asia Minor as far as the Bosporus Strait by 270 A.D. A counterattack by the Emperor Aurelian eliminated these gains, and Zenobia was captured while fleeing the siege of Palmyra. He set her free, however, and after marrying a Roman senator, Zenobia lived out the rest of her life in luxury in Tibur (Tivoli) in a villa near that of Hadrian.17




Although not a queen, Joan of Arc (1412–1431) would be hard to exclude from any survey, however brief, of warrior women. The story of the patron saint of France whose military achievements as a “knight” reversed her country’s fate in the Hundred Years’ War is well known. It is recorded pictorially as well on ten beautiful stained-glass windows in the Cathedral of the Holy Cross in Orléans. Her religious visions instructed her to free that city and to liberate Rheims so that the Dauphin Charles could rightfully claim his throne; likewise, her faith allowed her to withstand imprisonment, a year of interrogation, and being burned at the stake as a heretic in Rouen by the English.18 In part, Joan’s power to lead derived from her virginity, her “marriage” to her country, echoing that of Tamara and Elizabeth I, and paralleled her devotion to God. Her purity through manlessness parallels many shemales of the Crockett Almanacs and also reflects reasonably similar states of the widowed warrior queens Boudica and Zenobia, that of the Amazons, and that of Catalina de Erauso, Queen Jinga, and Maria Augustin.




Probably the least known of these women, but one who led an extraordinary life, was Catalina de Erauso. Shortly before she was to take her vows as a nun, this young Basque novitiate escaped her convent, cut her hair, dressed as a man, and set out in 1603 to South America and the life of a conquistador. After twenty years of fighting, pillaging, and committing approximately a dozen murders, and now pursued by cutthroats, she took sanctuary with a bishop, confessed her exploits in summary by stating that she had “hustled, killed, maimed, wreaked havoc, and roamed about,” and became a celebrity. On her return to Europe in 1624, the king of Spain granted her a pension and, perhaps since as part of her confession she had been examined by the Church and pronounced a virgin, the pope granted her his blessing and allowed her to continue to dress as a man. Six years later, she returned to the New World but escaped any further mention in the ledger of history.19




Queen Jinga Mbandi (variously spelled Nzinga, Zhinga) of Angola (c. 1580–1663) was manless only in the fact that there was no longer a king of the Ndongo when she proclaimed herself queen. She may have killed her brother to secure her title. She kept a harem of fifty or sixty young men, who in tum could take as many wives as they pleased so long as they killed all their offspring. She also dressed her favorites as women to pass freely among the women of her household. Jinga herself customarily dressed as a man in animal skins and, when practicing ritual sacrifice and drinking the blood of her victim, an act designed to solidify her alliance with the fierce cannibalistic tribe of the Jagas, she also went about armed with sword, axe, and bow and arrows for the ceremony. Although ultimately unsuccessful in her war against the Portuguese for control of the slave trade that supplied the Brazilian plantations and mines, she did win major victories in 1643, 1647, and 1648 after her further alliance with other tribal kingdoms and with the Dutch.20 Her intelligence in establishing a pan-kingdom alliance and her bravery in fighting the forces of colonization in Angola made her both a national hero and a fit example for a nineteenth-century American abolitionist to cite regarding the ability and equality of African-American slaves. While Lydia Maria Child noted Jinga’s despotism and murderous acts (“her character is stained with numerous acts of ferocity and crime”), her main points are clear: “History furnishes few instances of bravery, intelligence, and perseverance, equal to the famous Zhinga [Jinga]” and “her great abilities cannot for a moment be doubted.”21




From 1808 to 1814, Napoleon’s campaigns on the Iberian peninsula led to the rise and fame of the Spanish Joan of Arc, Maria Augustin (1786–1857), also known as the Maid of Saragossa or La Saragossa. When Bonaparte reneged on his bargain to divide a Portugal conquered with Spanish help and then attacked his former ally, he quickly succeeded in capturing Madrid. This act, however, together with his treacherous behavior, soon brought the Spanish people to revolt. One principal target of Napoleon’s counterattack was the fortress of Saragossa. Eighteen-year-old Maria Augustin was bringing food to the fortress and found the soldiers abandoning their positions. She inspired them back to their duty by taking the match from the hand of a dead artilleryman, announcing that she would not leave until the French had been defeated, and firing off the cannon. She stayed in the heat of the battle for two months, rescuing the wounded and nursing the sick and disabled, until Napoleon’s forces retreated. Like Joan of Arc, La Saragossa’s devotion to her country made her an emblem of fierce national pride for future generations and was soon enshrined in the paintings of Goya and even in Byron’s “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage.”22
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FIGURE 1. John Gadsby Chapman’s oil portrait
of Congressman Crockett painted in 1834.






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.jpg
é‘ %1

(ng,\”///,%
; 1/,//,\_. ,'

L = fu\\\ \

FIGURE 2. Crockett's Wonderful Escape,
by Driving His Pet Alligator up Niagara Falls
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