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  Etablished in 1872, Yellowstone National Park at once became famous for its near supernatural landscape of hot springs, geysers, and geological formations. This fame actually began as early as 1871 when journalists from as far away as New York began touting the region as America’s Wonderland. [1] Sporting its new magical moniker, Yellowstone became known as one of the country’s most spectacular places and as such drew the interest of every sort of person, American and European, men and women, young and old, wealthy as well as those of modest means.


  However, located in far-off corner of northwestern Wyoming, the Yellowstone Wonderland was not easily reached in its earliest years. Because of its remoteness and the lack of roads to and within the park, travel by horseback offered the only accessibility. And the park offered very few services for tourists save for a few primitive hostelries erected by a few hardy souls. Together with the arrival of the railroad in the mid-1880s and the construction of a road system encompassing the park’s major attractions, Yellowstone developed an air of civility within a few decades as hotels and general stores sprang up at Mammoth Hot Springs, Old Faithful, Norris, Lake, and Canyon. Accordingly, visitation to Yellowstone increased and, over time, that influx of people from all points of the globe has contributed significantly to the expansion of the park’s historical record.


  With the publication of Peter Nabokov’s Restoring a Presence: American Indians and Yellowstone National Park, the narrative of Yellowstone’s cultural history has become more inclusive in recent years, but it is still missing an important component—the contributions of women. It is my sincerest desire, with this volume, to remedy that omission by giving the women of Yellowstone a voice that will be heard through the centuries. Like much of America’s history, Yellowstone’s historical narrative contains numerous stories of the adventures, heroics, and contributions of men, while the contributions of women have become invisible and largely forgotten. As there are far more women whose lives were influenced and shaped by their experiences in the park than Women in Wonderland encompasses, this book represents merely the beginning of reclaiming Yellowstone’s women from obscurity.


  No matter what her background, education, or life experience, each of these profiles of the Women in Wonderland resonates with the evocative voice of a woman who chose to follow the call of an avant garde life in the unconventional American West, specifically Yellowstone National Park. The individual narratives that follow reflect upon the variety of enterprising experiences and meaningful activities of twelve women who elected not to be bound by tradition and thus to pursue paths less followed by women in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. These women were spirited, ambitious, independent, and, most importantly, intent on becoming self-actualized on their own terms. Many of the stories reflect how some of them pushed the boundaries of traditional gender spheres and entered male-dominated fields, either out of economic necessity or to purposefully define themselves, while others reveal how some women chose to either blend into their workplaces or become more forthright in attaining recognition. While many of these women’s paths were by design, some occurred by default, but all pursued their course of life with courage, conviction, and confidence.


  In general, Women in Wonderland explores the intersection of women and place. The biographical profiles in this book bring to light the cultural, environmental, and social history of Yellowstone as reflected through the lives of women who became intimate with the park and its landscape. All of the women showcased here found their lives appreciably changed by their encounters with Yellowstone. The accounts also reveal how these women interacted with political, cultural, economic, and social events that sometimes threatened their lives as well as their freedom to evolve and flourish, and how through it all they struggled to remain true to themselves. Furthermore, these twelve women helped to weave a fascinating texture into the cultural and social history of Yellowstone as both workplace and play place.


  Indeed, their contributions to Yellowstone were many. Rangers Isabel Bassett Wasson, Marguerite Lindsley Arnold, Herma Albertson Baggley, Frances Pound Wright, and Margaret Mary Meagher originated and fostered new interpretations of Yellowstone’s multi-faceted geology, dynamic environment, stunning landscape, and distinctive wildlife. Concessioners Anna Trischman Pryor, Elizabeth Trischman, Eleanor Hamilton Povah, and Ida Carlson Eagle set the standard for supplying park visitors with necessities as well as cherished memorabilia. Behind the scenes caretakers Beulah Brown Sanborn, Willie Frances Bronner, and Jean Crawford Sharp became masters at providing good food and comfortable accommodations to thousands of park visitors. And rounding out the narratives, the fate of Mattie Shipley Culver and the ordeal of Emma Carpenter Cowan contribute tragedy and legend to Yellowstone history. To be sure, each one of these women left a notable imprint on the history of women in Wonderland.


  
Emma Carpenter Cowan


  (1853–1938)


  An Impress that the Years Cannot Efface


  Surrounded by hostile Indians, her husband shot and left for dead, their horses and equipment commandeered by the redskins and herself and others in the party taken captive, a resident of Spokane had a honeymoon, such as few women have experienced, dreamed about, or even read about in the most lurid fiction,” reported the Spokane Spokesman Review in 1932. [1] “She is Mrs. George F. Cowan, Sr.” The dramatic event that the newspaper was referring to had occurred fifty-five years earlier when Emma Cowan, her husband George, and several others were touring Yellowstone National Park in 1877. Even though she was not on her honeymoon as the newspaper erroneously reported, Emma’s encounter with the Nez Perce Indians had made her a bit famous around the country and continued to garner her fame until her death, thus making her a legend in her own time. Today Emma Carpenter Cowan’s story still captures the attention of readers who are intrigued by chronicles of legendary Western cultural conflicts.


  Born in Wisconsin in 1853, Emma J. Carpenter delighted in outdoor activities and loved to read books on travel and adventure. On April 24, 1864, ten-year-old Emma and her family embarked on their own voyage—westward. She enjoyed “beyond measure the gypsy lifestyle of travel, journeying toward the setting sun, expecting in all probability to find a pot of gold at the rainbow’s point. For the land of gold was the objective [sic] place.” [2] The young territory of Montana had received its name and status within two years of its first major gold strike. As they journeyed toward Virginia City, Montana, and its Alder Gulch, the Mecca of gold seekers at that time, Emma relished “camping in the lovely nooks where wild flowers grew, traveling on to other pleasant places…, sleeping at night in the great white-capped wagons…, and the never failing pleasure of appeasing prodigious appetites.”


  It was on this trek that Emma caught her first glimpse of Indians. While most people feared Indians and ran for protection when the alarm of “Indian scare” went forth, Emma’s father Daniel D. Carpenter did not subscribe to these hysterics, and always treated the Indians kindly when he came in contact with them. Thus, Emma grew up believing that the threats of Indian attacks were mostly contrived stories, “without much real foundation for fear.” Her father instilled in Emma a sense of level-headedness when it came to dealing with Indians, which undoubtedly saved her life later on. From an early age, Emma looked forward to her adventures in the West with coolness and poise.


  On August 4, after three months of traveling across the plains and mountains, the Carpenter family arrived in the bustling and chaotic community of Virginia City. There they found more than 10,000 people who were employed either in mining thirteen-mile-long Alder Gulch, or in its multiple settlements supplying the miners with life’s essentials. Emma’s father chose the latter, and purchased a butcher shop shortly after the family took up residence in the disorderly town. Although the Vigilantes attempted to maintain their version of civil order with swift justice, riots and shootings were common occurrences. For Emma and her siblings, Virginia City proved to be an exciting place, which drew a thrilling cast of colorful characters. [3]


  While living in Virginia City, Emma’s father befriended an old trapper who entertained her with wonderful stories of a wonderful place where “fountains of boiling water…were thrown hundreds of feet in the air” and “pools of water within whose limpid depths tints of the rainbow were reflected.” While she thoroughly enjoyed his fanciful tales that even her “fairy books could not equal,” Emma speculated that the old man’s stories might be “merely the phantasy [sic] of his imagination.” Even though her family relocated to Helena in the spring of 1865, Emma was determined to one day seek the old trapper’s land of mystery for herself—present-day Yellowstone National Park.


  In 1873, only one year after Yellowstone was established as a national park, Emma made her first trip to the place people were already calling Wonderland. She found the Mammoth Hot Springs weird and wonderful. Emma spent two weeks exploring the springs, meeting an acquaintance or two, and putting objects in the flowing mineral waters of the travertine terraces so that she could bring home beautifully encrusted souvenirs. But while she explored the Mammoth area, others continued on the one-hundred-mile round-trip horseback journey to the Upper Geyser Basin. They returned with exhilarating accounts of dazzling geysers and colorful hot pools. To Emma “words seemed inadequate to express or convey the wonders they had seen as one and all would tell her, ‘You must see them yourself.’” At the conclusion of her first visit, Yellowstone had only become more fascinating, and she resolved to return again as soon as possible.


  In 1875, Emma married Civil War veteran George F. Cowan. Born near Columbus, Ohio, on February 10, 1842, George grew up in Wisconsin and was studying law in of the office of A.B. Hamilton in Hartford when Fort Sumter was fired on in April 1861. He immediately enlisted in Company B, Fourth Wisconsin, and served for nearly four years before his honorable discharge with the rank of sergeant in 1864. After a short return to Wisconsin, George moved west to Last Chance Gulch, which became the city of Helena in 1865. He tried his luck at mining for a while before being appointed Assistant Assessor of Internal Revenue in 1867, and he resumed his law studies. In 1868 he was appointed Clerk of the Court at Radersburg, where he finished his legal reading. Upon being admitted to the bar in 1872, George began practicing law in Boulder, Radersburg, and Helena. For the first two years of their marriage, George and Emma lived in Radersburg, about fifty-five miles south of Helena. [4]
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    In August 1877, twenty-four year-old Emma Carpenter Cowan was captured by the Nez Perce as they fled from the military through Yellowstone National Park.


    (Courtesy U.S. Forest Service)

  


  In late July 1877, Emma’s 27-year-old brother Frank, who had not yet viewed the “curiosities of Wonderland,” decided to make a trip to the park. He and an old family friend, Albert Oldham, made plans to rent saddle horses and a pack animal, gather provisions, and depart by the first of August. While they were making their preparations another one of Frank’s acquaintances, miner A.J. Arnold, inquired about accompanying the two men. Now with a party of three, Frank also obtained a buggy. On July 29, the trio departed Helena for Frank’s father’s residence near Deep Creek, about forty-five miles south of Helena, where they planned to gather more provisions for the trip. It was here that the small party added six more members. [5]


  That summer in Montana had been exceptionally hot and dry which, combined with the irritation of a grasshopper infestation, made for a miserable existence in Radersburg. It took very little consideration for Emma and George to decide to join her brother on a trip to Yellowstone. Because Emma was the only woman in the party, she convinced her mother to allow her thirteen-year-old sister Ida to come along for female companionship. In addition, Charles Mann of Radersburg and William Dingee of Helena both expressed a desire to join the party. With a much larger party than originally planned, Frank borrowed a team from his father, and secured the services of a young man, Henry Myers, as teamster and to cook for the extended group.


  On August 5, the party of nine, which included Emma and George Cowan; Ida and Frank Carpenter; family friends A.J. Arnold, William Dingee, and Albert Oldham; and local residents, Charles Mann and Henry Myers, departed Radersburg. The entourage traveled south, camping the first night near Three Forks, Montana. The following day they followed the Madison River to Sterling, a small mining town and stage stop six miles south of present-day Norris, arriving after dark. Emma and most of the party on horseback had made it to Sterling well in advance of their slower supply and camp wagon, and chose to take supper at the town hotel. Upon hearing where the Cowan and Carpenter party was headed, the townspeople warned them of possible Indian trouble and advised them not to travel any farther. Although they carefully measured that well meaning counsel, Emma and her party believed it to be just another “old time Indian scare.” In the morning they journeyed south passing through Ennis, where they were advised that they would find “fine fishing” on Henry Lake. “Some of the pleasantest days of our outing trip were spent here,” Emma fondly recalled. After several days of hunting and fishing, they concluded their time at the lake with a “rousing fire, good supper, comparing notes, telling stories, and singing songs.”


  On August 13 the group departed Henry Lake and traveled southeast. After crossing seven-thousand-foot Targhee Pass and passing through ten miles of pine barrens, the tourists entered the park near today’s West Yellowstone, Montana. Following the Madison River east and then the Firehole River south, they arrived at the Lower Geyser Basin. After nine days of traveling from Radersburg Emma enthusiastically declared, “We had at last reached Wonderland!”


  The travelers established a permanent camp near Fountain Geyser and made daily short excursions to various points of interest. As the group had traveled as far into the park as possible with their wagons, they opted to leave their camp intact and proceed by horseback to the Upper Geyser Basin. While they were packing a few days’ supplies, George Huston, an old guide and packer, rode into camp with a small party from Bear Gulch, today’s Jardine, Montana. After a short conversation with Huston, the Radersburg tourists discovered that he too was traveling to the Upper Geyser Basin and they decided to join him. Emma and the party enjoyed Mr. Huston’s company and found him to be “thoroughly conversant with every area of Geyserland.” En route, Huston relayed the disturbing news of the army battle with the Nez Perce Indians in Montana’s Big Hole valley, which had occurred on August 9. He also advised the uninformed tourists that he had encountered General Sherman and accompanying troops touring the park earlier that month. Huston assured the now nervous tourists that Sherman was confident the Indians would not come into the park, reasoning that their “superstitious minds associate [it] with hell, by reason of its geysers and hot-springs.” Even with Huston’s contention that they were safe, Emma was not thoroughly convinced that they would see no Indians before they reached home. [6]


  Nonetheless, Emma and others enjoyed the splendid display of geysers and hot springs in the Upper Basin, while Frank and some of the group traveled to the Lake and the Falls under the guidance of Huston. Party members, now divided, arranged to meet again in few days at their permanent camp in the Lower Geyser Basin. On Thursday August 23, with the parties rejoined, they made plans to depart for home the following day. They were also planning to celebrate Emma and George’s second wedding anniversary on August 24. However, upon awakening the next morning, Emma heard the guttural tones of two or three Indians who had suddenly appeared in their camp. Emma immediately woke her husband, who scrambled out of the tent and began consulting with the Indians.


  The Nez Perce had long been friendly with white Americans and hostility rarely surfaced. But the depredations that the Nez Perce had suffered through the 1870s seriously altered their previously peaceful attitude toward whites. In early June 1877 the Indians were ordered to leave their generations-old homelands in Washington, Oregon, and western Idaho, and relocate on a reservation in Idaho. Several young Nez Perce warriors became hostile to the idea of being confined to a reservation. Their elders also believed the treaty creating that reservation to be invalid. The anger spread quickly and the U.S. military sent troops. While he had struggled for many years to avoid war, Chief Joseph knew that the majority of his people had been “inflamed by the deeds of the young men,” and he found that they were “in no mood to heed him.” As their leader, Joseph could not desert them. With General Oliver O. Howard in pursuit, Joseph’s renegade band of Nez Perce headed south and east in search of sanctuary. After several battles and skirmishes, the Indians arrived in a lush meadow near the Big Hole River in the second week of August, 1877. They made camp in a location on the south side of the river, which the Nez Perce had long ago become familiar with during their treks to buffalo country. Thinking that they had eluded the military, the group of about 750 Nez Perce men, women, and children decided to rest in this comfortable camp for a few days. [7]


  Little did they know that Howard had telegraphed Colonel Gibbon in Montana to assist with the pursuit. Gibbon gathered seventeen officers and one-hundred forty-six enlisted men from various forts and began trailing the Indians up the Bitterroot Valley. A cavalry scouting party commanded by Lt. James H. Bradley discovered the Nez Perce camp. At 3:30 in the morning on August 9, Gibbon’s force began their attack. However, the Indians discovered the soldiers before the whites could get into position and a volley of shots alerted the village. Nez Perce men, women and children ran for cover in the nearby willows, sloughs, and river. Two Nez Perce chiefs, Looking Glass and White Bird, exhorted the warriors to fight and the soldiers soon found themselves in a hail of bullets. After over an hour of fighting, Colonel Gibbon ordered his men back across the river and into the timber. Twenty or thirty Nez Perce warriors held Gibbon’s forces on the other side of the river throughout the night and into the next morning while the surviving Indians escaped. [8]


  Although the Nez Perce suffered serious losses at the Battle of Big Hole, they evaded defeat and capture. But the Indians also knew that the U.S. Army would be intensifying its pursuit. Under the guidance of chiefs Looking Glass, White Bird, and Joseph, the Nez Perce decided to continue traveling east in hope of finding refuge with the Crow Indians in eastern Montana. One of the Indians who appeared at the Radersburg tourists’ camp was Yellow Wolf, a Nez Perce scout who was leading a small band of warriors to survey the safest route through Yellowstone. Luckily for the Radersburg party, Yellow Wolf was one of many Nez Perce who believed that the enemy was the United States Army, not civilians, and he renounced the indiscriminate killing of whites. [9]


  The men of Emma’s party determined it would be best to break camp and attempt their trek north as though nothing was awry. But by this time twenty or thirty Indians had come into camp and more seemed to be on the way. As George and the others began to gather their things and pack up camp, another party member, Mr. Arnold, began passing out sugar and flour to the Indians on their demand. Upon observing this, George became perturbed and ordered the Indians away. Emma immediately saw her husband’s reaction as problematic and wrote later that “this materially lessened his chances of escape.”


  The party began its trek north, followed by forty or fifty Indians whom Emma assumed were just going the same way. They passed a band of women and children who had turned east toward Mary Lake. Traveling another mile or so, the procession of tourists and Indians encountered another group of sixty warriors who materialized out of the timber at the command of one of the Indians on horseback. Another Indian announced in good English, “Him, Joseph,” pointing toward the Indian who uttered the command, thus revealing to the Radersburg group that they were in the company of the famed Chief of the Nez Perce. At this point the Indians ordered the caravan to turn around and follow the trail to Mary Lake.


  After several miles, Emma’s party was forced to leave their wagons behind due to excessive fallen timber and they were allowed to take with them only a few things that they could carry on their horses. They stopped for lunch after traveling nearly ten miles on the trail and one of the Indians named Poker Joe (Lean Elk) [10] acted as interpreter for the white captives. He informed the tourists that if they would trade their healthy horses for the Indians’ worn out steeds, they would be released. Considering their circumstances, the group agreed and began the exchange. While the Indians were caught up in the horse trading transaction, William Dingee and A.J. Arnold escaped unnoticed into the surrounding forest and headed west.


  The remaining Radersburg travelers, unaware of Dingee and Arnold’s getaway, promptly mounted their exchanged horses and began their retreat toward the Lower Geyser Basin. They were only about a half mile away when they discovered that they were being followed by warriors. Much to their dismay the Indians informed Emma, George, Frank, Ida, and the others that the chief wanted to talk to them again. Disheartened they turned around. As they passed the site of their noon time stop Emma hoped that they would soon catch up with the squaw camp, with whom she “fancied we would be safer.” Her hope was soon shattered as:


  Suddenly, without warning, shots rang out. Two Indians came dashing down the trail in front of us. My husband was getting off his horse. I wondered for what reason. I soon knew, for he fell as soon as he reached the ground—fell headlong down the hill. Shots followed and all was confusion. In less time than it takes for me to tell it, I was off my horse and by my husband’s side, where he lay against a fallen pine tree. I heard my sister’s screams and called to her. She came and crouched by me, as I knelt by his side. I saw he was wounded by the leg above the knee, and by the way the blood spurted out I feared an artery had been severed….I think we both glanced up the hill at the same moment, for he said, “Keep quiet. It won’t last long”.…Every gun of the whole party of Indians was leveled on us three, I shall never forget the picture, which left an impress that years cannot efface.


  Emma did not have long to survey the scene as the Indians tried to drag her away from her husband. Looking over her shoulder, she saw an Indian with an immense pistol trying to get at shot at George’s head. Instinctively she wrenched her arm away from the endeavoring executioner and leaned over her husband. She was immediately yanked from her protective posture, while another Indian stepped up and took aim at George. A pistol shot rang out and Emma watched in horror as her husband’s head fell back, and a “red stream trickled down his face from beneath his hat.” Emma vividly remembered the “warm sunshine, the smell of blood,” her sister’s screams, seeing rocks being thrown at George’s head, “the horror of it all.” She felt a sick faint feeling and then “all was blank.” The day that should have been a joyous celebration of her marriage had turned into a horrendous episode of bereavement.


  In the melee, Charles Mann and Henry Myers slipped away, while Albert Oldham was not so lucky. Oldham, who had been shot in the left side of his face, lay slumped at the base of a tree. After regaining consciousness, Emma’s first recollection was of a “great variety of noises—hooting, yelling, neighing of horses—all jumbled together.” As she was gathering her senses, she heard someone calling her name and soon her brother was at her side. Frank told her that the Indians said no further harm should befall them. For Emma, that assurance had come too late.


  George and Albert were left for dead, and the survivors were ordered to press on toward the Nez Perce camp in Hayden Valley. When the Indians learned that Frank was familiar with the trail, they ordered him to move to the front of the group. Emma recalled that the remainder of the day was a trying ordeal of wearisome uphill travel through dense timber on a narrow trail that was fit for a few tourists, but not five or six hundred Indians in exodus. Upon arriving at the camp Emma was met by her brother and collapsed into tears in his arms as thoughts of her dead husband haunted her. She was then led to the campfire where Chief Joseph was seated. He said nothing, but motioned for her to sit down. Frank spread a blanket on the ground, and she “sank down on it, thoroughly exhausted.” She asked about her sister and was informed that Ida was safe at Poker Joe’s camp a short distance away. Chief Joseph assured Emma that she could see her sister in the morning. He offered her food prepared by the Indian woman, but heartsick and distressed she could not eat. That evening she and Frank “sat out a weary vigil by the dying embers of the campfire, sadly wondering what the coming day would bring forth.”


  The next morning Poker Joe took Emma to see her sister. “Such a forlorn looking child I trust I may never again see,” Emma later wrote. “She threw herself into my arms in a very paroxysm of joy. She seemed not to be quite certain that I was alive,” Emma continued, “even though she had been told.”


  Poker Joe then began giving orders for the day’s movement of the bedraggled group. Emma, Frank, and Ida, now the only remaining members of the original Radersburg excursion, and the assorted bands of Nez Perce traveled through Hayden Valley and forded the Yellowstone River near Mud Geyser. Here they stopped to prepare dinner and to hold a council. Emma watched with trepidation as the Indians sat in circle and spoke one by one to the assembly. After an excited and heated debate the council voted on the fate of the captives by passing around a long pipe. If a chief smoked from the pipe, the vote was for release, but if the pipe was passed, the vote was for death. When the council had ended its proceedings, Poker Joe reported to Emma that the Nez Perce had decided to release her and Ida, but Frank and John Shively, another man who had been captured later, would have to remain as guides. Even though she was weakened from lack of food, Emma stood her ground, refusing to leave without her brother. After deliberation, the Indians agreed to let Frank go, and preparations were made for the remnant party to depart. [11]


  The Indians gave Emma and Ida two worn horses, a little bedding, and bread and matches. With Frank afoot, the trio was guided by Poker Joe to a trail that paralleled the Yellowstone River. Here their Indian ally turned and said, “Now my friends, good-bye. You go down river, way down. No stop. Go all night. No stop. You get’m Bozeman three days.” He also advised, “Go quick now. Go quick.” For the first few miles, they heeded Joe’s advice as best they could. However, with Frank walking, and Emma and Ida riding exhausted ponies, their progress was markedly slow. Nevertheless, they held steadfastly to the hope of surviving. [12]


  The following day, August 26, near Tower Fall they met a company of soldiers near Tower Fall led by Lieutenant Schofield who had been dispatched from Fort Ellis to track the Nez Perce. Frank informed the military men that they were “fleeing from the Indians and were the only survivors of their party, as he believed then.” Overwhelmed by the seeming certainty of rescue, Emma declared, “Oh, such a feeling of relief!” After they had been in the soldiers’ camp for not quite an hour, they saw a man running toward the camp. He informed Schofield that his name was Pfister and he was with a party of Helena tourists who had been camped near the falls. They were attacked by Indians around noon and he believed the rest of the party had been killed. After a quick supper and now supplied with fresh horses, Pfister, Frank, Emma, and Ida rode to Mammoth Hot Springs. Upon arrival Frank telegraphed his brother, George, in Helena:


  Emma, Ida, and myself alive; Cowan and Oldham killed. Saw Cowan and Oldham shot. Balance missing. I think all are killed, but don’t know. Will send particulars when I reach Bozeman. Helena party all gone except one—all missing. Indians fired into their camp. Joseph, Looking Glass, and White Bird were the chiefs.—F. Carpenter [13]
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    This beautifully illustrated collage depicts the main members of the Carpenter Cowan party that were captured or left for dead by the Nez Perce in Yellowstone, 1877.


    (From Contributions of the Historical Society of Montana, 1904. Volume 4)


    

  


  The three family members arrived in Bozeman on August 28. It had been nearly a month since they departed Radersburg and four days since their dramatic ordeal with the Indians began, but for Emma it seemed like years had passed. Emma, believing she was a widow, went to her parents’ ranch outside of Townsend with Ida, while Frank prepared to return to Yellowstone to recover the bodies of his brother-in-law and friends. Little did he know at the time that all had survived.


  On the afternoon of August 25, Charles Mann and Henry Myers, the second pair to flee from their Nez Perce captors, were found by General Howard’s scouts near Madison Junction. The first of the group to break away, William Dingee and A.J. Arnold, now on foot, covered forty miles in four days, following the Madison, climbing over Targhee Pass, and arriving at Henry’s Lake where they encountered General Howard’s camp on August 28. After being seriously injured and lying in the timber for thirty-six hours, Albert Oldham somehow managed to travel twenty miles. He was found along the Madison road on August 29 as General Howard’s full command entered the park and began their pursuit of the Nez Perce.


  But, the most unlikely survivor was Emma’s husband, George Cowan. After being first shot in the right thigh, then a second time at close-range with a pistol blast to his head, George eventually regained consciousness, only to be shot a third time. A rogue warrior coming down the trail spied George as he attempted to drag himself up the hillside, took aim and hit the already wounded man in the left hip. Regaining consciousness for the second time but now unable to walk, George began to drag himself back to the party’s last campsite in Lower Geyser Basin. After four days and ten miles of crawling on his hands and knees, he managed to make it to the group’s old home base. Finding a few matches, a discarded tin can, and a small quantity of coffee beans, George was able to supply himself with a fire and a bit of coffee. The next day on August 29, he crawled a few more miles to the edge of the Firehole River, where his strength gave out. Thoroughly exhausted George laid down under a tree near the road and gave himself up for dead. Later in life as George recounted this story on numerous occasions, Emma must have shuddered to remember how her helpless husband sat on death’s doorstep underneath that tree. [14]


  Later that day, George was discovered by two of General Howard’s scouts, Captain S.G. Fisher and J.W. Redington. They were astonished when George told them who he was. The scouts told George they were heading to the scene of the massacre to find the bodies of the party and that they were expecting to bury him. Redington recalled that George “seemed to be in full possession of his mental faculties…although he was pretty badly wounded.” George was more worried about Emma than his own wounds and anxiously asked the scouts if they had any news about his wife, but neither Fisher nor Redington had any information for the bereaved man. While Redington was astounded that the George seemed so aware after all he had been through, he was even more stunned by George’s appearance. “Cowan had very black hair and had lost so much blood that his face was deathly pale,” the scout remembered. “The contrast was so striking I shall never forget it.” After being shot three times, left for dead twice, and crawling nearly fourteen miles in search of assistance, George Cowan thought he was finally saved and he would soon be reunited with Emma. [15]


  But almost as remarkable as his survival of the harrowing ordeal with Nez Perce, was George’s survival of what should have been an uneventful rescue. As soon as he was discovered by Fisher and Redington, George was given food and a blanket. As George’s luck would have it, the scouts could do little for him and had to move on. They positioned George in a place where the main contingent of the General’s company, following a day behind the scouts, would easily find him. Before the scouts departed they built a fire for him and George fell asleep only to awaken to yet another peril:


  The ground on which he was lying was full of vegetable mold, very dry at that season of the year, and the fire burrowed through it with facility. Cowan was awakened by the heat and found himself completely surrounded by fire. With great difficulty and severe burns, he extricated himself from this new danger. [16]


  The following day, August 30, Howard’s command, containing Cowan’s friends A.J. Arnold and Albert Oldham, found George, dressed his wounds and began taking him on the long, arduous journey to Mammoth Hot Springs and then north to Bozeman. [17]


  Meanwhile, Emma had been notified of the astonishing news. “Cowan Alive,” read the headline in the Helena Daily Independent Extra on September 6, 1877. However, it would be another week of worrying before she would receive a report that George was expected to reach Bozeman on September 19. Emma immediately departed to meet her husband only to find upon her arrival in Bozeman that the fragility of George’s health had warranted an extended stop for him at Bottler’s Ranch in Paradise Valley, about thirty-two miles north of Mammoth. Once again, Emma wasted no time in procuring a double-carriage, and rushing to George’s side. She found him in better condition than she had expected and anxious to set out for home.


  After arranging a bed for George in the back of the carriage, Emma, A.J. Arnold, and a driver set out for Helena from Paradise Valley. All seemed well as they approached a road bed that was graded around a steep slope in a rocky canyon only seven miles from Bozeman, when a pole strap broke and startled the horses. In a frenzy they ran away and the tongue of the carriage snapped. Luckily, all the passengers including George were thrown onto the hillside. The carriage was not as fortunate; it continued to tumble down the ravine until it came to rest at the bottom of the canyon. Borrowing a horse from a passerby, the driver dashed off to Fort Ellis, about three miles outside of Bozeman, and returned with an ambulance to transport George to the city. When they arrived in Bozeman, Emma’s husband was transferred to a hotel where his friend A.J. Arnold prepared to dress George’s bleeding re-opened wounds. As Arnold seated himself on the edge of the bed, the bed collapsed. Emma recalled that “this sudden and unexpected fall, in his enfeebled state, nearly finished him.”


  Even Emma commented on the string of uncanny events that seemed to plague the hapless George: “Had I been morbidly inclined, I might have conceived the idea that some avenging Nemesis was following in his foot-steps, which nothing but the forfeit of his life would satisfy.” It would be another week before she thought he was well enough to travel home to Radersburg. Remarkably, with the help of A.J. Arnold through the winter of 1877-78, George fully recovered from his wounds.


  Emma’s brother Frank spent that same winter in Wisconsin where he chronicled his family and friends’ adventure in Yellowstone in the book Wonders of Geyser Land, published in 1878. From there he moved to Texas where he married. In 1881, Frank, his wife of four years, and ten month old baby moved back to Montana. The baby died that winter and Frank died in January 1882 in Helena. [18]


  Emma remained in contact with Charles Mann who returned to his position as clerk of the district court in Radersburg for another two years after his adventure in the park. He was an artist and had drawn many pictures of the Radersburg party’s camps and scenes in the park. In a reprinted edition of Frank’s book published in 1935, Emma thought it possible that Frank had put some of Mann’s sketches into his original pamphlet, but as the drawings were not signed she could not be sure. Mann returned to the East Coast in 1879. [19]


  Emma’s friend Albert Oldham, a violinist, lived in Helena for a time after his return from the misadventures of the Radersburg party. Emma had first become acquainted with Oldham when she lived in Helena and even after she moved from Helena, he would visit her often. “He was a fine violinist, “she fondly recalled many years later. “He and his violin were always welcome.” In 1910 Oldham moved to Weiser, Idaho to teach music and died there in 1928. [20]


  Emma’s sister Ida, born on Christmas Day in Virginia City, was just thirteen-years old at the time of the park trip. A year later she remembered trembling with fear during her captivity by the Nez Perce, but she also recalled rejoicing that her fifteen-year-old brother Willie had not been with them. During her terrifying ordeal she remembered the sight of her brother as he stood at the door waving a farewell with his handkerchief. “At the time I felt sorry for him that he could not go with us, as he would have liked to have done,” she recalled. But when they were taken captive and during the period that she believed they were all going to be killed Ida thought, “how fortunate that he [Willie] would be left for father and mother.” Undoubtedly, Willie was at the door to greet his sister upon her safe return home. Ida married James Stevens in 1882 when she was nineteen, but she only lived for another two years and was buried in Deep Creek Cemetery, near Townsend, Montana. [21]


  George Cowan returned to his law practice in Radersburg and Boulder, and in 1880 Emma gave birth to the first of their three children, Charles F. Cowan. In 1882, their second son George F. Cowan (Jr.) was born. In addition partnering with H.M. Parker, George F. (Sr.) served three terms as territorial district attorney and took his family to Boulder in 1885 after the county seat was moved there. Emma and George’s third child, daughter Ethyl, was born in 1889. [22]


  In 1901, Yellowstone Park road engineer and historian Hiram Chittenden asked Emma and George to guide him to the scenes of their experiences of August 1877. “His recollection of localities was astonishingly vivid and accurate,” Chittenden wrote of George Cowan a few years later. The author of The Yellowstone National Park published in 1895, Chittenden revised his history of the 1877 Nez Perce campaign for the 1903 edition based on the Cowans’ detailed stories at the sites of their adventures. Chittenden also erected wooden interpretive signs at each of the significant locations, one of which was rededicated in 2007. [23]


  
    [image: EmmaAndGeorge]


    Emma and George returned to Yellowstone in 1901 (as pictured here) to identify the sites of their harrowing experiences in 1877 for historian Hiram Chittenden.


    (Courtesy Yellowstone National Park Museum Collection)


    

  


  Emma, George, and their three children moved to Spokane in 1910. There sons Charles and George Jr. followed in their father’s footsteps and became attorneys and daughter Ethyl married Ben Maxfield. On August 24, 1925, Emma and George celebrated their golden wedding anniversary. It was also the 48th anniversary of their capture by the Nez Perce. They returned to Yellowstone several other times before George died in 1926 from pneumonia at the age of eighty-four. Emma lived in Spokane for another twelve years before she died in 1938 at the age of eighty-five. [24]


  Emma Cowan’s journey into legend began soon after she and her family and friends became captives of the Nez Perce. Newspapers all over Montana as well as the entire country rushed to publish reports of the Cowans’ misfortune. In their haste, those writers made errors that complicated Emma’s already enshrined myth even as they perpetuated it and made it larger. As newspapers continued to reminisce about Emma’s harrowing ordeal well into the 1930s, the misinformation ballooned. Several newspaper accounts proclaimed that Emma had been a new bride and that their trip to the park was a honeymoon. The newspapers were either confused about the real story that the Cowan’s trip was to celebrate their two-year wedding anniversary or believed that a story of a new bride experiencing traumatic misfortune on her honeymoon was somehow more interesting, for several printed that incorrect version. [25]


  But that seems to be the stuff of which American western legends are made. Although Dorothy Johnson’s novel The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance is fiction, her story and the subsequent John Ford movie of the same title illustrate the conflict between revealing the fact and preserving the legend. In this classic western film, when a prominent U.S. senator from the West tells a reporter the truth about a fatal frontier event decades after it happened, the newsman records as he speaks, and then, because of what the senator reveals at tale’s end, tears up his notes.


  The senator is stunned, and asks in disbelief, “You’re not going to use the story, Mr. Scott?”


  “No, sir. This is the West, sir,” explains the reporter. “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”


  That fictional reporter’s response seems very fitting when it comes to many chronicles of the old West. Much like the book and movie senator, Emma Cowan became legendary throughout her lifetime because of her one big event. The popularized and accepted (but not actual) version of Emma’s experiences convey the historical truth that legends are often far more lasting than facts. By the time of her death 1938, the legend of Emma’s having been a captive bride had become so entrenched in the well known story of the Nez Perce Indians in Yellowstone that it has been impossible to erase.


  
Martha “Mattie” Shipley Culver


  (1856–1889)


  Far from Home and Friends


  Mattie Culver’s legendary status in Yellowstone stems more from her untimely death and seemingly misplaced burial site than from her life. A lonely grave along the banks of the Firehole River is the only lasting reminder of her days in the park. The white marble tombstone there, graced with a single rose, proclaims the rudiments of a short life:


   


  Mattie S., wife of E.C. Culver


  Died March 2, 1889


  aged 30 years


  The pure of heart shall see God


   


  For nearly a century Mattie’s isolated resting place, deep within the confines of Yellowstone National Park, kept alive a trace of her life and death, but her complete story and legend fell into obscurity. In 1984, author Nan Weber happened upon Mattie’s grave while she was working for the summer in West Yellowstone. She began asking questions about the burial site and found that while nearly every veteran Yellowstone employee and local resident knew of Mattie, no one really knew who she was. The standard response was that “she was the wife of the winter keeper of the old Firehole Hotel” and that “she died in childbirth.”


  Finding this explanation insufficient to satisfy her curiosity, Weber found herself on a decade-long search for Mattie’s life story. Her quest wound through an accumulation of what she has termed “Mattie myths” that ranged from Mattie’s dying on a westward bound wagon train to her body’s being stored in a pickle barrel through the winter of 1889. Through skillful research and a bit of serendipity, Weber pieced together a factual version of this woman’s short but full life that ended one snowy winter day in Yellowstone. But as with most legends, even Weber’s well researched rendering of Mattie’s true life, Mattie: A Woman’s Journey West, published in 1997, has been unable to sway the tenacity of the “Mattie myths.” [1] Perhaps the best summary of this enduring phenomenon was submitted by actress Helen Hayes (1900-1993) when she remarked, “Legends die hard. They survive as the truth rarely does.” [2]


  Martha Jane (Mattie) Shipley was born September 18, 1856, in Lowell, Massachusetts, to George and Elizabeth “Betty” Higgins Shipley. George and Betty, both cotton weavers in England, had married in 1843, and started a family while continuing to work in the booming British textile industry. In the mid-1840s, Betty’s younger sister and her husband emigrated to the United States and by 1848, they had settled in the town of Lowell, Massachusetts. Encouraged by favorable employment reports from Martha, George and Betty left England the following with their first two children. [3] Mattie was born in the United States two years later.


  But the economic ebb and flow of the American textile industry proved to be as unstable as its English counterpart, and the Shipleys continually moved from one textile city to another. On October 5, 1858, Betty gave birth to the last of her children, Eliza Adelaide “Lida” Shipley, in Clinton, Massachusetts. By 1860, the Shipley family had taken up residence in New York. For reasons unknown, Betty and Lida remained in Lowell, presumably living with Martha Platt, while George and the three older children—sixteen-year-old William, thirteen-year-old Millie, and seven-year-old Mattie—relocated first to Newburg and shortly after to Cohoes, New York. For the next few years, George and William worked in the cotton mills while the two girls kept hearth and home. In the summer of 1862, George, now forty years old, enlisted in the Union Army and was assigned to Company I, Seventh New York Volunteer Artillery. After serving less than two years, George was shot in the hip and died six days later on July 12, 1864. William, Millie, and Mattie were now on their own. [4]


  By 1865, Millie had joined William working in the Cohoes textile mills, while Mattie provided a comfortable home for her brother and sister. Following William’s marriage in 1873, seventeen-year-old Mattie entered the textile industry full time, and thus began exposure to the health risks that eventually took her life. Working twelve hours per day—for which she was paid $1.00—Mattie endured deafening equipment noise, putrid odors of machinery toxins, fabric fibers floating about, and poorly ventilated work rooms. Little did the two women know that their occupation was one of the leading causes of respiratory ailments, which in most cases led to tuberculosis. While miners often contracted black lung disease from ingesting microscopic particles of coal dust, textile workers commonly developed “brown lung” from inhaling textile fibers and machinery fumes. Mill workers could thus see their lifetimes cut in half even from only a few years of work, a reality that Mattie would discover all too late. [5]


  While Mattie and sister Millie labored as mill workers, David Alston, a man whom Millie had met at the end of the Civil War and planned to marry, sought a better life for himself and his intended bride in the West. Taking up the government’s offer of free homestead land, David and his brother Joseph began farming a parcel of land near Pease Bottom, Montana. Located just north of the Little Bighorn Battlefield, Pease Bottom offered David and Joseph favorable growing conditions for crops as well as the opportunity to sell their agricultural goods to nearby forts Keogh and Custer. By the spring of 1881, David sent word for Millie to join him. Mattie and youngest sister Lida accompanied Millie, probably seeing the West as their salvation from a lifetime of industrial drudgery. Mattie, Lida, and Millie boarded a train in New York and in a few days arrived in Bismarck, North Dakota, where David met them. Following David and Millie’s marriage, Mattie and Lida accompanied the newlyweds to the Alston ranch at Pease Bottom. During the next year, Mattie and Lida helped David and Millie run the ranch when David’s brother decided farming was not for him, and returned east. [6]


  Working on a ranch was not easy, but it afforded Millie, Mattie, and Lida clean air to breathe, beautiful scenery to view, and a personal sense of production to take pride in. Although the ranch took up much of her time, Mattie found a few moments for herself to attend social functions in the nearby town of Kurtzville. And she also found a husband. On October 24, 1882, in David and Millie’s home, Mattie married Eugene A. Gillette, a railroad construction contractor for the Northern Pacific Railroad. From Bismarck, North Dakota, Northern Pacific crews laid track through Glendive and Miles City, Montana, and reached the area of Pease Bottom by the summer of 1882. Apparently Eugene spent some time in the Pease Bottom area, where Mattie caught his eye and their relationship blossomed. The railroad continued westward and arrived in the newly established town of Billings in mid-August. [7]


  Mattie settled into married life at Billings’ Park Hotel, while Eugene left the railroad and helped to build the new city. Eugene became one of several independent contractors working on constructing a ditch to divert water from the Yellowstone River to provide water to Billings. But shortly after their marriage, Eugene’s health began to fail from a respiratory ailment he had contracted during his Civil War service. He apparently believed that his condition had been remedied by the arid climate of the west, but that hope proved false and by late summer 1883, Eugene’s affliction was confirmed by physicians as tuberculosis. Mattie took him to Pease Bottom to recuperate, but by the time he was diagnosed the disease had advanced into its final stages. Eugene died on October 30, 1883, just six days after he and Mattie celebrated their first wedding anniversary. Thus in a little more than a year Mattie had gone from being a happy bride to a mourning widow. But she was left little time to grieve as she became Eugene’s estate executrix and spent the next several years following up on a lawsuit that Eugene had begun concerning payment due him from a dissolved business partnership. Not until 1886, when the courts finally ruled in her favor, could Mattie resume her life. [8]


  By that time, Ellery Channing Culver had become the manager of the Park Hotel, where Mattie had resided for the past three years. Ellery also had served in the Civil War and was drawn to the West in high hopes for a new life after being mustered out in 1865. He was first attracted to the gold fields of Virginia City, where he found that providing livery services for the multitudes of miners was far more lucrative than the slimmer pickings of crowded placer mining claims. By the early 1880s he worked on construction of the Northern Pacific Railroad, before turning his sights toward the saloon business in Stillwater, Montana in 1882. Within the next three years, he married, moved to Billings, and was widowed two years later, lost a brand-new saloon to fire, and joined a partner in owning a hotel. [9]


  After his wife’s death, Ellery absorbed himself in the activities of city life, serving as a juror, judge of elections, auctioneer, and general solicitor for the subscription-published memoirs of Ulysses S. Grant. By October of 1885 he managed the Park Hotel, where Mattie lived. Mattie and Ellery, having lost spouses shortly after being married, probably found a consoling and understanding spirit in each other, which developed into something more. On April 6, 1886, Mattie Shipley Gillette became Mrs. E.C. Culver.  [10]


  With both their hopes of happiness renewed, Mattie and Ellery purchased a house in Billings, and began to settle into married life. Within a month of their marriage, Ellery became a partner in the saloon business with Eugene McKee. During the summer, he and Mattie enjoyed participating in the Billings Fourth of July parade, where Ellery served as marshal, as well as church socials and outdoor activities such as hunting and fishing. The winter of 1886-1887 proved to be one of the coldest on record, but Ellery and Mattie probably centered their thoughts on preparing for a new baby.


  That spring Ellery was offered a managership in the Yellowstone Park Transportation Company, away to the west. One of his duties was to oversee delivery of construction materials to the several park hotels being built by the Yellowstone Park Association, which would bring him in close connection with a friend, named R.R. Cummings, from his early days in Glendive. Cummings was in charge of supervising the construction of the park’s hotels and would prove to be Ellery’s most devoted lifelong friend. However, Ellery’s first commitment that summer was to attend the birth of his baby girl on June 22, 1887, whom he and Mattie named Theda after her father’s sister and grandmother. Evidently, mother and baby were faring quite well by July 2, because Ellery departed on the train bound for the park’s terminus in Cinnabar (today’s Gardiner) to begin his new position in Yellowstone. [11]


  One of the earliest “hotels” in the park, Marshall’s, had been built in the Firehole Basin (in today’s Fountain Flats area), in 1880 by George Marshall—as a small mail station that also offered primitive accommodations for the park’s earliest travelers. After the arrival of the Northern Pacific Railroad to the north entrance in 1883 and the advent of a connecting road system, which brought in larger volumes of tourists, Marshall applied for and was issued a ten-year lease in 1884 to build a larger hotel near the site that he already occupied. Marshall operated the hotel with partner G.G. Henderson until spring 1885, when he sold out to Henderson.
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    This T.W. Ingersoll photograph reveals some of the remodeling of the Firehole hotel in the mid-1880s. Note the unfinished balcony on the second floor.


    (Courtesy Yale University Beinecke Library)


    

  


  Within a few months, Henry E. Klamer became Henderson’s new partner and the pair operated the hotel together through the summer season. By 1886 the Yellowstone Association had assumed possession of the hotel, renamed it the Firehole Hotel, and begun plans to expand the hostelry. The expansion would include two cabins that flanked each side of the hotel. Each of the cabins contained eight rooms with living space of sixteen feet square, and ten-foot ceilings. Considered “modern” by park standards at the time, the new cabin accommodations featured outside windows that offered a view of the surrounding geyser basin. It was here that Mattie and baby Theda would join Ellery as he took on his duties distributing the cabins’ construction materials.


  On July 28, Mattie and five-week-old Theda left Billings and traveled to Livingston, where they transferred trains and headed south on the Yellowstone Park Branch Line. This fifty-three-mile extension of the Northern Pacific Railroad took them through the majestic Paradise Valley, past the rocky cliffs of Yankee Jim Canyon, along the rushing Yellowstone River, and deposited mother and baby at the end of the tracks in Cinnabar. Because Mattie was traveling with an infant, she most likely took a stagecoach from the railroad terminus into the park. With travel in the late 1880s moving at a slower pace than today and travelers subject to the schedule of the park’s transportation systems, the trip from Billings to the Firehole Hotel could have easily taken Mattie two full days. Even so, those two days were filled with new sights, smells, and sounds that must have delighted Mattie’s sense of adventure. [12]


  Mattie and Theda’s journey through the park would have followed the standard tourist route at the time, traveling around the travertine terraces at Mammoth Hot Springs, climbing through Yellowstone’s Golden Gate Canyon and carrying them to picturesque Swan Lake Flats, which featured a kaleidoscope of mountain ranges in every direction. For the next several hours, Mattie and Theda would have traveled through huge expanses of lodgepole pine forests and past a dozen or more meandering streams and the smoking hillside of Roaring Mountain, before stopping for lunch at the Norris Geyser Basin. After lunch, their route would have toured through the steaming thermal features of Norris before heading south through Gibbon Canyon, where they likely viewed the eighty-four-foot Gibbon Falls before being happily reunited with Ellery at the Firehole Hotel.


  Mattie’s summer was very full with a new baby as well as a husband to care for, but surely she found time to explore the wonders of the park that were just outside her door. As with many summer seasons in Yellowstone, Mattie’s probably passed too quickly and by October she and Ellery moved back to Billings for the winter. At this point in their lives, Ellery and Mattie were adept at adjusting to a constantly changing lifestyle, so they resumed their city activities as if they had never been gone. Even though Billings offered plenty of opportunities for a full life, the couple had enjoyed their time in the park and chose to return for the summer of 1888.


  Of all the times to be in Yellowstone, the summer of 1888 was the probably one of the best. The world’s largest geyser, Excelsior Geyser, erupted many times that year, throwing water three hundred feet high and three hundred feet wide, before it lapsed into its usually long dormancy. A more spectacular scene could hardly be imagined. Ellery and Mattie, who were living in the midst of this land of marvels, must have had a tremendous sense of awe while in the presence of this dramatic spectacle. [13]
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