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  For Sarah B. Stamm and Virginia Upton, teachers who spurred me on and inspired my love for the written word; and for Deb Frank, a gracious teacher who makes a difference every day.




  Foreword




  Throughout history teachers have been at the forefront of all civilizations, educating and inspiring the next generation and keeping societies moving forward. Frontier Teachers artfully captures that pioneering, resilient, and enduring spirit of teachers that lives on today.




  These women, many at the ripe old age of sixteen or eighteen, were trailblazers. They risked it all—traveling thousands of miles on crude trails through wilderness, across deserts, and over mountain passes—not just for the promise of a better future for themselves, but for the opportunity to bring education and the joy of learning to the children of the western frontier. They did as much to settle the Wild West as celebrated lawmen, gold seekers, and the railroad.




  The women of the West broke the male stranglehold on the teaching profession, which was dominated by men on the East Coast. Today, more than 70 percent of teachers are women. And although, sadly, it took one hundred years, the descendants of these pioneers, through union organizing, established the single-salary schedule that finally guaranteed female teachers equal pay for equal work, passed a collective-bargaining law to give teachers a voice in their profession, and boldly made it so female teachers couldn’t be fired for simply getting married.




  In many ways we’ve come a long way since the 1800s, but strong similarities to the twenty-first century remain. These women were more than scholars. They were town leaders who first had to find a location for the schoolhouse and then raise the money to build it. They scrambled to find adequate textbooks—often using their own salaries to buy additional materials or provide books to students who couldn’t afford them. And they struggled to ensure that all children, including those who didn’t speak English as their native language, had the opportunity to learn and improve their lives.




  I’m proud to be a second-generation teacher. My mother and father taught me that public education is the soul of our society and the key to our future. In telling the hardships and triumphs of these early educators, Chris Enss reminds all of us that we owe it to ourselves and our children to celebrate the joy of teaching and learning every day.




  —David A. Sanchez


  President, California Teachers Association
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  Introduction




  “In their way pioneer women were the molders and shapers of western society; mothers, wives, business owners, schoolmarms, slowly but surely exerting their influence on the cities, towns, and communities in which they lived.”




  —UTAH PIONEER AND SUFFRAGETTE, EMMELINE B. WELLS, 1897




  A warm noonday sun shone down on a small log schoolhouse near the base of an imposing mountain overlooking the Missoula Valley in Montana in 1878. A faint, blue sky stretched endlessly over the structure and a belt of lush green timber surrounded it. The windows of the building were open and a breeze filtered gently into the single room that contained eleven eager students. Olive Pickering, a young, demure teacher from New Hampshire, sat behind her desk reading aloud to her class. Her students were enthralled with the story and hung on every word.




  A slight movement from something outside the glass window suddenly caught Olive’s eyes, and she looked up from the McGuffey Reader toward a fence that encircled the school. Several Native Americans from the Salish tribe were perched on the post, listening intently to the lesson.




  Olive smiled at their attentiveness and continued on with the recitation.




  The story that fascinated both her pupils and the Indians involved three boys who attended a boarding school. The mother of each boy sent him a nice cake. The first boy hid his cake in his bedroom and ate until it was gone. He became very ill and had to go to the doctor. The second boy put his cake away, nibbled on it occasionally and joyfully anticipated nibbling still more, but in the meantime the mice found it and made short work of it. The third boy called in his friends and gave each a generous slice, thereby setting a good example for his classmates.




  Olive concluded the lesson and dismissed the class. She watched the Indians linger by the window for a bit, and then they headed off to their homes. She waved goodbye to her students and the Salish, pleased they had been so interested and confident they had learned something.




  Beginning in 1846, hordes of settlers and their families traveled by land and water and converged on the West from all points of the compass. In their ardent hunt for gold to mine and fertile land to farm and ranch, they explored or settled every nook of the region from Nome, Alaska, to Santa Fe, New Mexico.




  Towns sprang into existence with the influx of people; churches were formed, laws were enacted, and schools were established. Concerned parents realized that they needed to establish a formal education system. “Schools are necessary and good teachers along with them,” Mary Havens, a settler to Carson Valley, California, stated in 1863. “Without them our children will become orphans of progress.”




  Pioneers who felt the same had the foresight to set aside land where schools could be built and later sought contributions from residents for the upkeep on the schoolhouses and supplies for the pupils.




  Among the population pushing beyond the boundaries of the Mississippi River were daring female educators who hoped to find work teaching frontier boys and girls how to read and write. All that was initially required of teachers was that they be able to count, read, write, and mend a pen. But these new schoolmarms were energetic, and they arrived able to do immeasurably more than the basics.




  [image: Courtesy of Library of Congress, LC=US262=2132 Frontier schoolmistress Blanch LaMont poses with her students at the one-room schoolhouse in Hecla, Montana, in 1893.]




  Although some emigrants felt it was only proper that a schoolmaster teach their children how to read and write, the scarcity of professionals of either gender on the frontier made it impractical to turn away women who offered essential services. According to an 1890 census, 11 percent of the country’s female teachers lived in the West. Although studies conducted by the National Popular Education Board in the 1870s showed that pupils under women teachers had improved more than those taught by men, schoolmarms were still paid less. Women educators were paid an average of $54.50 a year. Schoolmasters were paid $71.40.




  Educational pioneers like Catherine Beecher and Mary Lyons encouraged ladies to enter the field and take their talent into uncharted territory. Beecher spoke out against the traditional role of women in the nineteenth century and the popular notion that men made better teachers because they could be more firm with students resistant to studying.




  Between 1847 and 1858, more than six hundred female teachers traveled across the untamed frontier to provide youngsters with an education. There were few opportunities for respectable work for women in the early 1800s. For those women who did not want the socially acceptable career as a seamstress or nurse, there was teaching. It was the most popular profession for women in the 1840s.




  For Luella Fergus, a fourteen-year-old girl living in Illinois, it was the only thing she wanted to do. The prospective educator’s father was living in the Montana territory in 1862 when she wrote him a letter about the requirements needed to enter the field.




  “Teaching school is all the talk among young ladies,” Luella wrote, “if they can do sums and fractions they can teach.”




  Women like Sister Blandina Segale taught in the New Mexico territory in the 1880s for virtually no pay. Any funds that were donated to her for her work she turned back into the school to be used to purchase writing utensils, books, and upgrades to the schoolhouse. Sarah Royce initially agreed to teach children the three Rs in her home in Grass Valley, California, in 1857 in exchange for homemade preserves and chicken eggs. The motivation for these women to endure such want and hardship was to improve the minds of boys and girls in a new land.




  Even the teachers who did receive a regular salary felt that educating youngsters was necessary for the betterment of mankind. Some believed it was divine duty. Michigan-born Flora Davis Winslow, who left home to teach school in the Colorado territory in 1875, echoed that sentiment in her journal: “I teach school because I wish to be independent and not beholding to my friends for a livelihood. I go west to do the will of my Heavenly Father.”




  The women included in this volume demonstrated the level of dedication and sacrifice needed to bring formal education to the settlements beyond the Mississippi River. For many students their teachers were heroic figures who introduced them to a world of possibilities.




  The educators contained in this book were resourceful, tenacious, and fearless. Olive Mann Isbell and Hannah Clapp came to class armed with guns in order to keep their students safe from hostile Indians who threatened to harm them.




  Mary McLench Gray and Lucia Darling trekked hundreds of miles over treacherous country to bring their gift of teaching to boys and girls in the most remote areas of the western region. Limited schoolbooks and supplies did not stop teachers like Eliza Mott from helping children to learn to read. She taught the alphabet to her students using the inscriptions on tombstones at a nearby cemetery.




  Pioneer communities grew in prosperity and stability as a result of the work of early teachers. “It was the pursuit of knowledge under difficulties,” one educator remembered in her journal in 1871, “but we made time count for all that.”




  Many more educators displayed courage in ways other than their fearless undertaking of rough westward journeys. In addition to her talent for teaching, Elizabeth Th orn Scott possessed a daring drive to see to it that neglected children in black communities had an opportunity to learn as well as the children of white settlers. In 1854, she opened the first African-American school in Sacramento. Elizabeth, a widow with three children who had moved to California from New Bedford, Massachusetts, taught fourteen pupils in a small classroom in the basement of her home. By 1859 the number of pupils enrolled at the school was more than two hundred.




  Swedish born teacher Elise Amalie Waerenskjold immigrated to the Texas panhandle in 1847, without a teaching position, and helped raise money to build the first school in the small town of Hamilton. She later wrote about her experiences as a teacher. The volume, entitled The Lady with the Pen, was used as a training manual for other educators.




  Ambitious Elizabeth Millar Wilson traveled to the Oregon territory in 1851 in hopes of educating the native Chinook people. After learning to speak the language, she took a teaching position at the reservation and later made public accounts of her encounters with the Indians and her experiences teaching in the West.




  Without the schoolmarms who came over the plains to be instruments of good, westward advancement would have stagnated. “Without women’s moral influence as teachers on the frontier,” Sarah Josepha Hale, the editor of Godey’s Lady’s Book wrote in 1870, “gold would have proved to be a curse and not a blessing.”




  The school bell has been rung, the doors closed, and the readers distributed. The pages that follow reveal the accomplishments of twelve fearless teachers and celebrate the value they placed on learning. Class is now in session.
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Sister Blandina Segale


  THE OUTLAW’S TEACHER





  “Today my capacity for controlling them was put to the test. You know I’m a companion outside of the schoolroom, and a teacher the instant the threshold of the schoolroom is crossed.”




  —SISTER BLANDINA SEGALE’S COMMENTS ABOUT THE OLDER AND MUCH TALLER PUPILS IN HER CLASS, JANUARY 10, 1873




  Sister Blandina stood over the pale, bullet-ridden body of a young gunman and mopped the sweat off his brow with a white cloth. He smiled benignly up at her, then turned his attention to the outlaws surrounding his bed. The renegades stared back at him quietly, all wearing grave expressions that reflected the severity of his physical condition. Sister Blandina’s eyes shifted from the injured youth to the teenage boy standing next to him, tapping his holstered gun with his hat. “Sister Blandina,” the weak patient began, “Billy, our captain . . . .”




  Teenage outlaw Billy the Kid nodded politely to the nun. “We are glad to see you, sister, and I want to say, it would give me pleasure to be able to do you any favor.”




  For more than a month Sister Blandina had been caring for the wounded member of Billy the Kid’s gang known only as Happy Jack. After being shot in the thigh he had been dumped in an abandoned adobe hut near Trinidad, Colorado, and left for dead. A boy from the school where Sister Blandina taught had found him and brought her to the location to help. In addition to fresh bandages and water, she had furnished the hurt desperado with food and linens. She had tended to his spiritual as well as physical needs, and for that she was rewarded with an audience with Happy Jack’s partner in crime.




  [image: Courtesy of Palace of the Governors (MNM/DCA) 067735 Sister Blandina Segale]




  “He has steel-blue eyes and a peach complexion,” she recalled later in her journal. “. . . One would take him to be seventeen—innocent looking, save for the corners of his eyes, which tell a set purpose, good or bad.”




  The purpose Sister Blandina had learned for one of Billy’s upcoming rides was definitely bad. According to Jack, the gang was going to kill the four physicians living in the area who had refused to call on the gunshot gang member. She was thinking of those men when she exchanged cordialities with Billy.




  “Yes, there is a favor you can grant me,” she said responding to his offer.




  “He reached his hand toward me,” she recounted later. “The favor is granted,” the Kid promised.




  She went on to recall, “I took the hand saying, ‘I understand you have come to scalp our Trinidad physicians, which act I ask you to cancel.’ After a quick moment contemplating the request, Billy said. ‘I granted the favor before I knew what it was, and it stands. Not only that, sister,’ he continued, ‘but at any time my pals and I can serve you, you will find us ready.’”




  Sister Blandina thanked him and left the room.




  “Life is a mystery,” she jotted in her journal. “What of the human heart? A compound of goodness and wickedness. Who has ever solved the secret of its workings? I thought: one moment diabolical, the next angelical.”




  When Sister Blandina was first called to Trinidad, she believed the mining town was located in Cuba. It wasn’t until she boarded a stage in Cincinnati, Ohio, where she had attended the St. Vincent Academy and taken her holy vows, that she learned she was bound for the territory of Colorado. She had secretly prayed to be sent west to Santa Fe where her order, the Sisters of Charity, had traveled in 1865. Her desire to live and work on the wild frontier was realized in September 1872.




  Rosa Maria Segale was born on January 23, 1850, in Cicagna, Italy. She came to America with her parents and three other siblings when she was four years old. The family settled in Cincinnati where several of their other countrymen had made their home. Rosa had a difficult time in Ohio. Not being able to speak the language was a barrier; and apart from her older sisters, she had no one to play with or talk to. It wasn’t until her parents arranged for their children to have English lessons that the young girl came into her own.




  After finishing school and completing several music and Spanish language courses, Rosa entered a convent. Once she had taken her final vows, she was given the name Sister Blandina. A brief stint teaching in Dayton and Steubenville, Ohio, opened the door to her first westward assignment. Although she was thrilled with the commission, she was sad to be leaving her older sister behind. Maria was two years older than Sister Blandina and was also a nun with the Sisters of Charity order. The two had become very close, and the thought of being apart was devastating. Sister Blandina promised to keep a journal of her experiences for Maria, whose name was changed to Sister Justina, to share with her whenever they were together. Sister Blandina maintained the journal for twenty-one years.




  Before Sister Blandina began her long journey alone to Trinidad, she was made aware of the trouble she might encounter along the way and how best to protect herself.




  “Sister, you may be snow-bound while on the plains,” one of two well-meaning frontiersmen staying over in Ohio explained. “Travelers are sometimes snow-bound for two weeks, and you are alone. This though is not the greatest danger to you. Your real danger is from cowboys . . . no virtuous woman is safe near a cowboy.”




  “Mentally,” Sister Blandina later wrote in her journal, “I was wishing both gentlemen were somewhere else. When I showed no signs of reconsidering the venture, both gave up trying to make me understand what they considered dangerous. Why should snow or cowboys frighten me any more than others who will be traveling the same way!”




  The fearless, determined nun arrived at her Colorado destination on December 10, 1872. She was greeted warmly by the other sisters living at the Trinidad convent and learned all about the school where she would be working. She spent the time prior to visiting the facility for herself reviewing her Spanish. She was surprised to find out that the other sisters did not speak the language but encouraged that her example had created a desire for them to want to.




  “I am sure, dearest Sister Justina,” Sister Blandina’s journal entry for December 14, 1872, began, “You will be interested in my viewpoint of things as I find them here.”




  

    Today I went to look at my schoolroom to be; 40 feet long; 14 feet wide; 8 feet high; two small windows, low-sized door, solid adobe wall on two sides, log rafters as black as ebony. Any necessary ventilation said “Goodbye” when the house was completed.


  




  School was in session the following month and Sister Blandina’s first class consisted of a number of pupils older than the average student she was used to working with. The feisty fifteen- and sixteen-year-old males were mischievous and started out the first day by attempting to play a joke on the new teacher. Speaking only in Spanish they made plans not to return to class after recess. Sister Blandina had overheard the boys and foiled their attempts to leave. The fact that she spoke their language and stood up to them earned her instant respect. She had their full attention for the rest of the day.




  “I wonder what the next attempt on the teacher will be,” she wrote in her journal, “for boys will be boys all over the world.”




  The majority of the day-to-day class work centered around addition and subtraction, reading, writing, geography, U.S. history, and the Catholic religion. With the exception of Catholic studies, all of the subjects were required by law to be taught.




  Class time was periodically disrupted by attacks from area Ute Indians who were trying to drive out everyone who was not Mexican. The Utes allied themselves with the Mexican people because they did not perceive them as a threat to their way of life.




  “They are angry,” Sister Blandina conveyed in her daily writing, “because government agents have repeatedly made the tribes ‘move on.’ Poor Indians! Will they ever understand that the conquerors claim the land? How quickly the Indian detects true sympathy from the counterfeit!”




  At the close of the last term, Sister Blandina realized that changes had to be made to the growing school. With the increase in the number of students enrolled came an increase in the number of desks needed. Sister Blandina hired a carpenter to cut the eight-foot-long desks the classroom possessed in half, making two four-foot-long desks in the process. Every child who came to school had a place to sit, but the available space to move around or add more chairs was limited. The sister was compelled to pray that the Lord would “provide the region with a new, much bigger school.”




  The primitive building had many other uses when school was out. It served as a town meeting place, and the music hall was the favored location for funerals.




  Sister Blandina had faith that the residents would consider this fact and contribute to the construction of a new community facility, and that funding would not rest entirely with the local church.




  The nuns at the convent were in favor of a new school building but did not have enough cash to pay interest on the debt that would be incurred for such a project.




  “They asked me if I had a plan by which I could build without money,” Sister Blandina noted in her memoirs dated June 1876. “Here is my plan, I told the Sisters. Borrow a crowbar, get on the roof of the schoolhouse and begin to detach the adobes. The first good Mexican who sees me will ask, ‘What are you doing, Sister?’ I will answer, ‘Tumbling down this structure to rebuild it before the opening of the fall term of school.’”




  Sister Blandina wrote in her journal:




  

    You should have seen the sisters laugh! It did me good. After three days pondering how to get rid of low ceilings, poor ventilation, acrobats from log-rafters introduced themselves without notice, and now here is an opportunity to carry out a test on the good in human nature, so I took it. I borrowed a crowbar and went on the roof, detached some adobes and began throwing them down. The school building is only one story high.
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