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  There is an adage that men make history, but women are history. That certainly was the case for all too many generations. For two centuries after our forefathers gave birth to our nation, presumably without the help of foremothers, every American student studied a history made up of kings, presidents, emperors, and generals. History books were laden with patrilineal family trees, etchings of famous male warriors and leaders, and maps of battlefields where men slaughtered other men as they conquered new lands.




  But in the 1960s and 1970s, women did make history. In the course of what became known as the Feminist Revolution, they demanded recognition for their value and contributions—today, tomorrow, and yesterday. In the decades since, historians have begun taking a serious look at the role women played in building our nation. Eventually, they trained their spotlights on women of the West—those who came by steamboat, train, and covered wagon, and those who were here already.




  At first, scholars shuffled western women into convenient pigeonholes. There was the idealized “Madonna of the prairies,” a long-suffering pioneer wife and mother who gamely toiled across the Great Plains in calico and sunbonnet. There was the disreputable “soiled dove,” an enterprising floozy who made her living in hurdy-gurdys and houses of ill repute. And there were the maiden schoolmarms, the servile “squaws,” and the pistol-packing Calamity Janes.




  But as historians unearthed letters and diaries left behind by fleshand-blood frontier women, and as they learned more about the American Indian and Hispanic women who were here even earlier, they discovered that there were no convenient stereotypes. The women of the Old West were as diverse as the Colorado mountains and plains. They came from different backgrounds, had different experiences, and responded to frontier life in different ways.




  For some, the move West was like taking off a corset—very liberating. The frontier offered new chances to express their individuality. For another group of women, the West was a land of privation and hardship, where the struggle to survive overwhelmed other desires. Still other women attempted to make the West an extension of the life they knew back East. They brought with them all the repressive baggage of the “cult of true womanhood,” which demanded that they be pious, pure, submissive, and domestic.




  “If there is one truth about frontierswomen,” one historian contends, “it is that they were not any one thing.”




  This wealth of diversity is apparent in this book, which celebrates many remarkable women who made their mark on Colorado history.




  One hazard inherent in writing about the past is the tendency to view historical events from a contemporary perspective. Yet, how can we do otherwise? We’re all products of our times. Values and attitudes change, and what may have been socially acceptable a century ago may not now be “politically correct.” This is especially apparent with regard to women and minorities.




  I’ve tried to keep modern sensibilities in mind as I’ve written this book—but not at the expense of historical accuracy. For how can we judge how far we’ve come if we refuse to acknowledge where we’ve been? The fact is, women and minorities were considered inferior a century ago, an attitude that may be reflected in some of the quotations I use in this book. That we know better today doesn’t mean that it’s our job to erase incidents of sexism and racism from our history books and pretend they never happened. Our responsibility, I believe, is to recognize them for what they were and demonstrate with our own behavior that civilization has made progress.




  When I began work on this book, my first challenge was to identify a dozen or so women who were worthy of inclusion in it. I wondered if I could find enough. But as I dug into historical archives, I developed a new worry: How was I to decide which of the countless fascinating Colorado women to include? How could I be sure I wouldn’t overlook someone important?




  To keep the book a manageable size, I chose to limit it to women born before 1900. I also tried to choose a cross section of women who excelled in various fields—from journalism and charity to business and science. Some were feminists and activists, but others simply were women without political agendas who stood out among their peers.




  Obviously, I couldn’t include all of Colorado’s remarkable early-day women. Among the intriguing people I left out were Emily Griffith, who founded Denver’s famous Opportunity School; Helen Hunt Jackson, who wrote Ramona and other popular books; Josephine Meeker, who survived a kidnapping by Ute Indians; Dr. Susan Anderson, who provided health care—often free—to Fraser Valley residents for almost half a century; Katherine Lee Bates, who wrote “America the Beautiful” after being inspired by the view from the top of Pikes Peak in 1893; and Mary Cronin, the first woman to climb all fifty-one Colorado peaks over fourteen thousand feet high. This book also could have featured at least two former Colorado residents who starred on the international stage: Golda Meir, Israel’s fourth prime minister, and former First Lady Mamie Dowd Eisenhower. All these women—and many more—have fascinating stories, and I regret having to leave any of them out.




  The fact is that most of the women who helped to shape Colorado were remarkable—those who tirelessly pounded animal hides into supple leather to clothe their families; those who waited out blizzards in homesteader shacks; those who packed lunch pails for husbands headed to the mines and fields; those who started their own businesses to support their families; and those who built churches, schools, and libraries.




  They were heroines who left their marks in many ways. They all helped make Colorado the special place it is today.







  



  
“AUNT CLARA” BROWN
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  (ca. 1803–1885)




  ANGEL OF THE ROCKIES




  Clara Brown, an African-American slave, watched in despair as her youngest daughter, Eliza Jane, climbed trembling onto the auction block. Clara wanted to comfort the frightened child, but she knew that disrupting the auction could prove calamitous for herself and her daughter. Besides, she was in no position to help. Her own turn on the block was only minutes away.




  The sun burned as hot as a blister on that summer day in 1835, as the bidding began in the public square in Russellville, Kentucky. When it finally subsided, the auctioneer shouted his familiar refrain, “Going once, going twice, sold!”




  Clara could hardly bear to watch as Eliza Jane, her face twisted with terror, was led away by her new owner. Clara didn’t recognize the buyer, and she knew her daughter might be taken off to some distant place, never to be seen again. The same was likely to happen to her husband, Richard, and their two older children, Margaret and Richard Junior, who stood numbly nearby.




  By day’s end Clara’s worst fears had been realized. Her husband and two older children had been sold and had disappeared from her life forever. But she never abandoned hope of finding them or her dear Eliza Jane.




  Remarkably, Clara didn’t become bitter over the breakup of her family or other indignities she suffered as a slave and a black woman.




  “My little sufferings was nothing, honey,” she told a reporter in 1885, “and the Lord He give me strength to bear up under them. I ain’t complaining.”
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    Clara Brown Denver Public Library, Western History Collection, Z-275




  Instead, after winning her freedom in the late 1850s, she made her mark as Colorado’s first black settler and a prosperous entrepreneur. She also devoted much of her time to helping the needy. Her fellow Coloradans called her their “angel of the Rockies”—high praise for someone who had so many hardships to overcome.




  Clara was born in the slave quarters of a Tennessee plantation at the dawn of the nineteenth century. Sources variously claim her birth year as 1800 or 1803, and she herself couldn’t remember the exact date during an 1885 interview. In that same interview, she told a reporter from the Denver Tribune Republican that her grandparents were American Indians.




  “Thus her peculiar cast of face is accounted for,” the reporter wrote. “It is wholly unlike the usual African type, and must impress all who study it with its singular strength.”




  When Clara was barely more than a toddler, she and her mother were sold to tobacco farmer Ambrose Smith. When Smith moved to Kentucky, strapping Clara went along to toil in the fields and clean and cook in the Smith home. Her days were dominated by drudgery and hard work, but religious revivals offered her some respite. One preacher in particular made an impression that changed Clara’s life. According to biographer Kathleen Bruyn:






   So vividly did the young evangelist describe Jesus’ agony that she then and there concluded that no sacrifice any human being could be called upon to make could compare with the voluntary suffering of the Son of God. Never in her life did Clara subscribe to the “hellfire and damnation” syndrome which ordinarily drove sinners to the mourners’ bench. Compassion, not fear, motivated her all her life.







  Clara married another slave named Richard, and together they had four children. One of them, Eliza Jane’s twin sister, Paulina, drowned at a young age. The family faced a second calamity in 1835, when Ambrose Smith died and his heirs decided to sell his slaves to settle his debts. The decision ripped apart Clara’s family like a hurricane leveling cotton.




  If there was a bright spot in the devastating event, it was that Clara was purchased by George Brown, a merchant and friend of Ambrose Smith, who had a reputation for treating his slaves decently. Clara adopted his surname. When Brown died in 1857, he left a will that freed, or manumitted, her. By law, she had to leave Kentucky within a year if she were to retain her freedom, so she moved to St. Louis and then on to Leavenworth, Kansas.




  Clara was content working as a domestic in Kansas, but she was unsettled by the debate raging there over whether slavery should be banned. Though free, she still feared slavery. Rumor had it that slave traders were kidnapping free blacks in Kansas and ferrying them to states where they could be sold as slaves.




  Clara was intrigued by reports that blacks enjoyed more freedom on the western frontier. She also wondered whether members of her family might have taken refuge there.




  In April 1859 Clara learned of a wagon train that was leaving shortly for Colorado. She asked if she could join the train as its cook in exchange for her fare. The organizers agreed.




  Two months later, the sixty-wagon expedition arrived in Auraria, a scattering of cabins at the confluence of Cherry Creek and the South Platte River. Unlike most of the people swarming to Colorado, Clara did not suffer from gold fever, but she figured she could profit from those who did. She took a job at Auraria’s City Bakery, where she cooked for prospectors and miners.




  As she had hoped, Clara found greater acceptance in the West. Most of her customers and neighbors were friendly; they called her Aunt Clara or Aunty. When she befriended the Reverend Jacob Adriance, a Methodist minister to the homeless, she knew that he had barely enough food for himself, much less others. So she cooked extra helpings at dinnertime and delivered the food to the minister, claiming that she accidentally had cooked too much. It would be a sin to waste food, she told him, as she forced him to take it.




  Clara also opened her own one-room cabin for prayer meetings, but most of the new settlers were more interested in gold than in God. As Clara listened to their tales of new ore discoveries in the mountains, she saw another opportunity. She moved to Central City to open a laundry, reported to be the state’s first. She charged fifty cents to wash and press a bundle of clothes.




  Clara’s business was immediately popular. She wisely reinvested her earnings in mining claims and property and began to grubstake prospectors who were down on their luck. Some of her investments paid off handsomely. By the end of the Civil War, she had accumulated ten thousand dollars’ worth of property, according to historian Jeanne Varnell.




  “It was said that eventually she owned seven houses in Central City, sixteen lots in Denver, plus mines and properties in Georgetown, Boulder, and Idaho Springs,” Varnell wrote.




  What Clara didn’t invest, she donated. She prepared meals for penniless miners and their families and cared for them when they were ill or injured.




  “She was always the first to nurse a sick miner or the wife of one, and her deeds of charity were numerous,” reported the Denver Republican in 1890.




  Clara also loved to donate to church construction funds. She didn’t care what the denomination was; she believed that God worked through many. The only time Clara pinched pennies was when it came to her own needs. She shunned fancy clothes and living quarters.




  Clara did dip into her savings so she could visit Kentucky a decade or so after her departure. She went in hope of finding her husband and children, but after several weeks of searching, she failed to find any clues as to their whereabouts. She began to think that perhaps God wouldn’t lead her to her family because He had other plans for her. Perhaps He wanted her to help some of the impoverished ex-slaves, including a nephew she had met on her visit to Kentucky.




  The former slaves hadn’t fought in the Civil War, but they were still among its victims. They could not get jobs because the war had devastated the nation’s economy. Clara invited a number of former slaves to return with her to Colorado. She agreed to pay their way and house them temporarily, but they would be responsible for finding themselves jobs and permanent housing. When Clara returned, Colorado newspapers applauded her generosity.




  But Clara refused to rest on such laurels. She knew she must work harder than ever to ensure the success of those she had sponsored. Doing so was getting more difficult; she was now in her late sixties, and she tired quickly. Her finances ailed as well. Her trip to Kentucky had eaten up her savings, and her investments had faltered. Floods had destroyed buildings she owned in Denver and washed away the records that proved her ownership of lots in the city. In 1873 a fire destroyed three buildings she owned in Central City. Then she was conned by crooks who realized that this trusting, illiterate black woman was an easy target.




  Still, Clara’s compassion did not die. She raised money to help former slaves known as Exodusters, who had fled to Kansas from the South in the late 1870s. These former slaves, who moved west following Reconstruction, called themselves Exodusters because they felt they were on an “exodus” or journey to freedom. Their plan was to form their own independent communities. The Exodusters had been freed by passage of the Thirteenth Amendment, but they continued to be exploited by white landowners. Thousands of Exodusters flocked to Kansas when they heard rumors that they could find free homestead land, farm equipment, and rations there. But for most, the stories were as illusory as a prairie mirage. They found no homes and little food in the so-called Promised Land.




  Clara rushed to Kansas to distribute relief money that she had raised in Colorado. When she returned home in the fall of 1879, the Central City Register reported:






   Aunt Clara Brown, whom everybody in Central knows, returned from a visit to Kansas some few days since, whither she went to look into the condition of the colored refugees and in the interest of the sufferers generally. There were about 5,000 all told, and they are getting on as fast as could be expected. The greater portion have found employment, and the balance will, doubtless, in the course of time. Aunt Clara says they are an industrious and sober class of people who only ask an opportunity to make an honest living. Their cry is work, work, and that is being given them as fast as possible. She was kindly received by [Kansas] Governor St. John and the people generally. She thinks that in another year these people will be well-to-do and self-supporting.







  Clara now tired even more quickly in the high mountain air, and she was troubled by edema. She had to rest in bed frequently. Alarmed friends urged her to move to Denver, where the lower altitude might help her to recuperate. An old friend, Denver Mayor Lee Sopris, arranged for her to live in a cottage rent free. Other friends delivered meals, and a doctor agreed to treat her at no charge.




  By this time, Clara doubted she would ever see any of her family again. For years she had tried to locate someone who might know anything about her husband and children, but to no avail. Her efforts finally paid off in the spring of 1882 when an old friend wrote that a woman matching Eliza Jane’s description was living in the Midwest. Though Clara was close to eighty and in poor health, she was determined to investigate. Friends offered to pay for the trip.




  According to one account, Clara took a train to Council Bluffs, Iowa, and was traveling through town by streetcar when she saw a familiar figure walking along the muddy street. She stepped off the streetcar and joyfully reunited with her daughter. She learned that Eliza Jane had married another slave, but he had disappeared during the war. Eliza Jane had raised five children on her own.




  Clara returned to Denver accompanied by her daughter and a granddaughter. She felt at peace with the world, having fulfilled her lifelong dream of finding Eliza Jane. But while her spirit soared, her health worsened. On October 26, 1885, she died from congenital heart disease.




  Clara’s funeral drew mourners of all races who wanted to pay tribute to her spirit and good works. She died destitute, so the Colorado Pioneer Association paid for a burial plot at Riverside Cemetery in Denver. Later, a permanent chair was dedicated to her at the Central City Opera House. She was inducted into the Colorado Women’s Hall of Fame and was memorialized with a stained-glass window at the Colorado Capitol.




  These honors acknowledged Clara’s role as one of the state’s founders, as well as her devotion to helping others despite the many barriers she faced herself. As the Colorado Pioneer Association said, Clara was a “kind old friend whose heart always responded to the cry of distress, and who, rising from the humble position of slave to the angelic type of a noble woman, won our sympathy and commanded our respect.”







  



  
ELSA JANE GUERIN
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  (Born ca. 1837)




  MOUNTAIN CHARLEY




  Fifteen-year-old Elsa Jane was playing with her two young children when she heard a knock on the door of her small St. Louis home. When she answered it, a somber messenger told her, “I have some bad news for you.”




  She knew immediately that the news must concern her husband, a Mississippi riverboat pilot. The messenger explained that he had been shot and killed by one of his mates, an ill-tempered fellow named Jamieson. Young Elsa Jane felt her world turn topsy-turvy. Where once life had “flowed on in quiet, uninterrupted beauty,” she later recalled, now the future looked grim and ugly.




  Not only had Elsa Jane lost a loving husband, but she had lost her sole source of support as well. She was estranged from her parents and couldn’t rely on them for help. She knew she would have to go to work to support herself and her children, but she had never learned a trade.




  “I knew how great are the prejudices to be overcome by any young woman who seeks to earn an honest livelihood by her own exertions,” she later said.




  In desperation, Elsa Jane devised a plan: She would disguise herself as a man to improve her chance of getting a job that paid a decent wage. From her perspective the plan offered another advantage. Disguised as a man, she might have a better chance of “some day returning upon Jamieson, with interest, the heavy misfortune he had visited” upon her. Jamieson had been convicted of her husband’s murder and sent to prison, but he had been released on a technicality after serving little time.




  Wracked with regret, Elsa Jane persuaded the Sisters of Charity to look after her two children. Then she dressed in men’s clothing, spoke in a deep voice, and began cussing like a double-crossed cowboy.




  “I buried my sex in my heart and roughened the surface so that the grave would not be discovered—as men on the plains cache some treasure and build a fire over the spot so that the charred embers may hide the secret,” she said in an 1861 account of her adventures titled Mountain Charley, or the Adventures of Mrs. E. J. Guerin Who Was Thirteen Years in Male Attire.




  Elsa Jane was soon hired on as a cabin boy on a steamer sailing between New Orleans and St. Louis. She earned thirty-five dollars a month, most of which she mailed to the Sisters of Charity for the support of her children. Once a month, she donned a dress and visited them. These happy occasions sometimes made her yearn for her former life, but she could never figure out how to resume the role of mother and yet earn enough money to support her family. Besides, she was discovering other benefits to being a man in a man’s world. She wrote:




 

    I began to rather like the freedom of my new character. I could go where I chose, do many things which while innocent in themselves, were debarred by propriety from association with the female sex. The change from the cumbersome, unhealthy attire of woman to the more convenient, healthy habiliments of a man, was in itself almost sufficient to compensate for its unwomanly character.







  For four years Elsa Jane hid her true identity. When her employer, the captain of the steamer, died, she went to work as a brakeman on the Illinois Central Railroad. She was soon forced to flee when a coworker discovered her secret.




  Back in St. Louis, she prowled the boisterous saloons along the riverfront still dressed as a man. One night she spotted Jamieson and followed him down a dark street. She had promised herself that if she ever met him, she would “shoot him precisely as I would a mad dog.”




  Elsa Jane waited until no one else was nearby and then called out to Jamieson to stop. She told him why she had followed him and that she intended to send “his black soul to the devil who gave it.” She fired her pistol at Jamieson, but the bullet missed its mark. He pulled out his pistol, but his shot went wild as well. Elsa Jane’s second shot nicked Jamieson’s shoulder. He screamed in pain, then squeezed off another shot and fled. Elsa Jane crumpled to the ground with a gaping wound in her thigh. She crawled down an alley and fainted.




  A few hours later, a kind widow discovered Elsa Jane and took her into her home to recover. The leg took six months to heal. Meanwhile, Elsa Jane couldn’t work, and she badly needed money. When neighbors told glittering stories of gold discoveries out West, she figured she had found an answer to her dilemma.




  Elsa Jane joined an expedition of fortune seekers headed for California in 1855. There, she earned thirty thousand dollars running a saloon, hauling provisions to gold camps, and running a ranch before she returned to St. Louis to visit her children. But soon she “tired of the inactivity” of her life and “determined to seek adventure in some new direction.” Colorado was experiencing its own gold rush, so she traveled there to work as a trader for the American Fur Company. Later, she opened a tavern in Denver called Mountain Boy’s Saloon. Her customers, believing that she was a man, called her Mountain Charley.




  Occasionally, Elsa Jane took time off from work to scout the countryside on a mule. One spring day in 1859, as she rode through a narrow gorge near Denver, she saw a rider approaching from the opposite direction. Even from a distance, he looked familiar. As Elsa Jane and the man drew closer, they recognized each other at almost the same instant. It was Jamieson, and he lunged for his gun as Elsa Jane did the same. Jamieson’s bullet sailed harmlessly over Elsa Jane’s head. Hers knocked Jamieson to the ground.




  “I emptied my revolver upon him as he lay,” Elsa Jane said in her book, “and should have done the same with its mate had not two hunters at the moment came upon the ground and prevented any further consummation of my designs.”




  The hunters built a litter to carry Jamieson back to Denver. He recovered from the three gunshot wounds Elsa Jane had inflicted, but he died soon after in New Orleans of yellow fever. Before he left the Denver area, Jamieson revealed Elsa Jane’s secret to residents there. But he also insisted that she not be punished for shooting him. He explained that her attack was justified because he had killed her husband. Elsa Jane would not have to go to prison, but she could no longer pass herself off as a man.




  Elsa Jane continued to dress in men’s attire, though she no longer tried to act the part. In fact, she married H. L. Guerin, who had worked for her as a bartender. The couple sold the saloon in 1860 and moved to St. Joseph, Missouri.




  There, Elsa Jane wrote her remarkable autobiography. Few copies of the book were published, so her tale was not widely circulated. In the beginning, the book reads like a romance novel, but the story rings more true in later chapters, such as one that describes a wagon trip out West. In Wyoming, she said, “mountains rise upon mountains till they seem to meet the sky, forming a scenery of the most majestic and beautiful character. Upon Independence Rock are cut and written the names of thousands of emigrants, and my own was added to the rest.”




  In the book’s foreword, Elsa Jane assured readers that her account was “literal actual fact” except for some conversations and the details of a couple of dramatic scenes.




  Was she telling the truth? Colorado historians Fred M. Mazzulla and William Kostka think so. In their introduction to a 1968 reprint of her book, Mazzulla and Kostka note that the Colorado places and details that Elsa Jane described did exist, and that Denver city records show there was a Mountain Boy’s Saloon on Blake Street, one of the main business streets in 1860.




  In 1859 the Rocky Mountain News featured an article on Mountain Charley and said her real name was Elsa Jane Forest. In the book Elsa Jane referred to herself as Mrs. F___ at the time of her first marriage. Other details in the article conform to those in the book, too: Elsa Jane’s widowhood as a teenager, her life in St. Louis before adopting her disguise, and her trip to California.




  Still, Mazzulla and Kostka concede that frustration awaits anyone who tries to confirm Elsa Jane’s story. There are few accounts of her life aside from the book, and there are several reports of a Mountain Charley who did not fit Elsa Jane’s description. General George West, publisher of the Colorado Transcript of Golden, wrote three articles in 1885 in which he said Mountain Charley had revealed her story to him in 1859 but made him promise not to publicize it for at least twenty-five years. The Charley he wrote about came from Iowa, married at eighteen, and was deserted by her husband shortly after she gave birth to a stillborn child. Dressed like a man, she followed her “dandified looking” husband and his “low-down” lover to Pikes Peak country in order to get revenge.




  West’s Charley was a Denver card dealer before enlisting in the Iowa Cavalry during the Civil War under the name Charles Hatfield. Dressed as a male soldier—something a handful of women actually did—she served with troops in Missouri. Her superiors occasionally asked her to spy on Confederate camps while in the garb of a woman. Two doctors discovered her true sex when she was wounded in the line of duty, but they agreed to keep her secret. This Charley was promoted to first lieutenant before the end of the war, and afterward she reportedly married and raised four children in Iowa. Another reporter for the Rocky Mountain News once described Mountain Charley as “the veritable and notorious Charley, smoking, drinking, swearing,” and consorting with men.




  The exact identity of Mountain Charley may never be known. Nonetheless, Elsa Jane Guerin’s book offers a fascinating look at how one woman may have coped with the terrible hardships and heartaches that confronted members of her sex in the nineteenth century. As Mazzulla and Kostka say:






   Whether Mountain Charley was one unique young woman or several interesting young ladies masquerading in men’s clothing cannot be determined. Like Isabella Bird, the English gentlewoman in bloomers who climbed Longs Peak and rode alone through the Colorado wilderness, one or all of the Mountain Charleys were seeking freedom from the repressions of the Victorian Age.
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