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  For my father, Walter F. Martineau Jr.,

  the greatest of storytellers,
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  The woman who works on and on amid privations not only for herself but for her little ones and yet always sees victory ahead is the woman that not only makes husbands men in the true sense of the word, but who makes the men and women of tomorrow.

  —H. R. Cayton
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  INTRODUCTION
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  GENERATIONS OF AMERICANS HAVE READ HISTORY books describing the exploits of the men—almost always the white men—who settled the West. What about the women? They were there, too. A national history written solely about the contributions of women that purported to tell the whole story while excluding the accomplishments of men would of course be ludicrous. Yet for the most part, historians have ignored the contributions and achievements women have made, especially women of color.

  The brave pioneers who went ahead to make life easier for those who followed in their footsteps were not always male, and they were not always white. It took a combined effort to make a life on the frontier. A lot of “sweat equity” went into building a house, making a living, and creating a community that had some semblance of civility. Early towns would not grow until schools, churches, and other organizations were established to foster a sense of community, and those were often started by women.

  That women have been underrepresented in our nation’s history is an understatement. That black women have been doubly overlooked for so long is a shame. African American women were on the western frontier, albeit in far smaller numbers than most other groups, but they were there. Unfortunately, very few people thought their lives, their struggles, and their accomplishments were important enough to record. The lives of African American women and their achievements must be reconstructed from public records such as marriage, birth, and death certificates, census reports, deeds, and from old newspaper accounts and other archival sources, including oral histories that have been committed to paper, reminiscences, and personal journals and diaries. The pieces of the puzzle are waiting to be put together. Our invisible sisters whisper their stories to us; they are just waiting to be told.

  The ten remarkable women in African American Women of the Old West are individuals all born before 1900. None of them knew one another. Some were slaves, some were free, and some had been both. They settled in California, Oregon, Washington, Colorado, Montana, Utah, and Arizona. They were laundresses, freedom advocates, entrepreneurs, journalists, educators, midwives, business proprietors, religious converts, philanthropists, mail and freight haulers, and civil and social activists. Their lives were not insignificant.

  They overcame incredible odds in the face of discrimination and ostracism, bearing witness to the importance of believing in oneself. None of the women expected the world to hand her anything other than a fair chance—and when it didn't do that much, they did not sit back and take it. These women found a way to live outside the parameters that society had set for them. They went west to free themselves from such constraints. Still, prejudicial attitudes permeated policies that restricted their lives. The West offered economic independence and professional opportunities for upwardly mobile black women. Yet, making their way in the West was still far from easy, and they struggled to survive. They were ordinary women who led remarkable lives despite the odds against them.

  The importance of women in major movements in history, especially in regional settlement and development, cannot be? underestimated. It was through these women’s hard work and perseverance that change was brought about. Their unrelenting determination to succeed opened the doors of opportunity for those following behind them. They realized that general uplift of their race would be accomplished through education, church involvement, and community outreach. They formed social groups and clubs not just for entertainment and support, but also to reform and refine their society.

  The best part of writing about the women in this book was the chance to bring them back to life; to validate that their lives did indeed matter. Let us look to these women for their strength, admire them for their courage, and emulate them to make the world a better place. Though they never looked for recognition, their accomplishments should not go unnoticed.

  The account of black women in history is like an old patchwork quilt with missing threads and holes: a story incomplete in its details, yet treasured for what it once was. Let us listen to the hushed voices of our sisters so that their stories are not lost forever. The fabric of their lives needs to be woven into the tapestry of our nation’s history.
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  THE OPEN HAND


  Biddy Mason
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  EIGHTEEN-YEAR-OLD BIDDY MASON HAD NO idea that her life was about to change on that oppressively hot day in 1836. But when her master, John Smithson, came bounding into the house unexpectedly, everyone knew something was up. For days the slaves in the main house had been ordered to clean endlessly and hurriedly, without knowing the purpose of such urgency. Perhaps the time had come for the mystery to be unveiled.

  Master Smithson singled out Biddy and called her away from her morning chores, even though she was only halfway through. Practically giddy with excitement, Smithson eagerly told her to be bathed, dressed in her finest clothes, and ready and waiting when he called. Biddy was glad to be excused from her work and obediently followed his directive to make herself look presentable and be cheerful. It was not her place to ask why.

  Later that afternoon Biddy was summoned. She was as fresh as the spring air, her hair was perfectly plaited, and she wore the plain new dress laid out especially for her. She picked up a small magnolia blossom and put it behind her ear as she walked to the main house. She stood silently next to John Smithson on the grand wraparound porch of his South Carolina plantation in full anticipation.

  Following her master’s gaze, Biddy noticed some movement on the horizon, and her heart began to flutter. A fancy carriage soon emerged from a dust cloud that was making its way up the tree-lined dirt road. When the carriage came to a halt in front of the estate, out stepped the newly married and splendidly attired Mr. and Mrs. Robert Marion Smith.

  Biddy stepped respectfully off to the side while the guests were being enthusiastically received. Then Master Smithson, barely able to contain his excitement, presented his dear cousin, the bride Rebecca, with her wedding present. “Here!” he announced, thrusting Biddy toward the new bride. At once it occurred to Biddy that this was the moment at which she was to “look presentable and be cheerful.” Though her heart sank, she forced a smile onto her face and bent her head politely. Then she noticed that her magnolia blossom had fallen to the ground and lay trampled next to her bare feet. Just like that, she had been given away.

  The Smiths would be the fourth family who had owned Biddy, and she was not yet in her twenties. Perhaps the emotional upheaval that this last transaction had put her on was a defining moment in young Bridget Mason’s life. She vowed then and there that if she could help it, she would never allow anyone to be treated like a piece of property again. No matter how poor people were, Biddy felt, they should be allowed their dignity.

  Two other house servants were included as part of the wedding gift to Mr. and Mrs. Smith: Hannah, who was Biddy’s sister, and another female slave named Ella. Additionally, a blacksmith named Buck was to accompany them to serve Mr. Smith.

  There was not much time for good-byes, and after the wedding celebration was over, the slaves packed up their meager belongings and were on their way. For the next eight years, they would live with the Smiths in Logtown, Mississippi.
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  Biddy’s responsibilities were to oversee the household and to personally attend to the mistress, Mrs. Smith. This occupied much of her time, as Mrs. Smith was often in poor health. Biddy’s early training as a midwife also kept her quite busy over the years. There was no shortage of heirs for Master Smith. He would have six children by his wife, Rebecca; nine by Biddy’s sister, Hannah; and three by Biddy herself.

  Biddy probably would have lived out her life in Mississippi had not the Smiths come in contact with members of the Church of Latter-day Saints. When the Smiths converted to the Mormon faith in 1844, her life went in a direction she could never have imagined. Robert Smith decided to take his family and join up with fellow believers who were establishing Mormon communities out West. Biddy found herself moving once again, this time 1,700 miles across the country to the Utah Territory. Thus she unwillingly became part of a religious pilgrimage that was connected to neither her race nor her faith.

  Three other families banded together with the Smiths for the cross-country journey: the Bankses of Georgia, the Crosbys of Mississippi, and the Smithsons of South Carolina. Biddy knew the families well, for she had been previously owned by each of them. Now she was to be a servant for all the families as the close band of friends trekked westward. Together they were part of a three-hundred-wagon caravan that set out over the Oregon/Mormon Trail. They left Fulton, Mississippi, on March 10, 1848. Thirty-four slaves and fifty-six whites were among the entourage walking from Mississippi to Utah. Smith’s party was comprised of almost equal numbers of slaves and white people.

  The seven-month journey was an exhausting one. Thirty-year-old Biddy had to carry her infant daughter, Harriet, whom she was nursing, as well as care for her older children, Ellen and Ann (aged ten and four), in addition to carrying out her chores. Besides cooking the daily meals, Biddy’s responsibilities included setting up and breaking camp each day, herding the cattle and livestock through the choking dust at the end of the wagon train, and putting her skills as a midwife to use.

  The “Mississippi Saints,” as the Mormon travelers were called, survived the arduous cross-country trek. They settled with their slaves in the Holladay-Cottonwood area of the Salt Lake Valley. There the fledgling community comprised 1,700 people, with the ratio of whites to blacks being 330:1. There had been talk of the slaves attaining their freedom when they reached their destination in Utah. Though such wishful thinking may have spurred Biddy on, emancipation never occurred. They all remained in servitude with the Smiths for another three years in Utah.

  However, a request from the Mormon Church to its followers in 1851 changed Biddy Mason’s fate. Brigham Young, the church leader, was looking for volunteers to establish a Mormon settlement in California. The church wanted to set up a way station for Mormon pilgrims sailing around South America to California and then continuing on to Utah. Biddy’s master, Robert Smith, recently converted, received the idea most enthusiastically. He decided to go to California and take his slaves with him.

  The previous year, in 1850, California had been admitted to the Union as a free state. That fact did not worry Robert Smith, even though Brigham Young had cautioned those followers who still held slaves about it, saying: “There is little doubt but [the slaves] will all be free as soon as they arrive in California.” Instead Smith confidently headed west once again, taking his household and his servants with him in oxcarts. It apparently never occurred to him that his slave ownership would be challenged—or perhaps he arrogantly assumed that no court would rule in favor of a slave.

  Smith’s 150-wagon caravan left Utah’s Great Salt Basin and followed the path of the California Trail heading for San Bernardino County, California. Thirty-three-year-old Biddy and her sister, Hannah, came in contact with new people and radical ideas in the various campgrounds along the way, meeting a number of free blacks. The ideas of Charles H. and Elizabeth (Flake) Rowan in particular opened up a world of possibilities to Biddy. The Rowans encouraged Biddy and her extended family to contest their slave status upon entering California. A glimmer of hope burned within Biddy’s heart for the first time.

  During the five years that Biddy, Hannah, and their eleven children lived with the Smiths in San Bernardino, Robert Smith disregarded the fact that slavery was illegal in California. Biddy and her family made many new friends and acquaintances, and of all the people they met, the Owens family was the most important and influential. Robert and Minnie Owens were ex-slaves who ran a successful corral. They were financially independent free blacks who had hired vaqueros, or Mexican cowboys, to work as hands on their ranch. Their free status bolstered Biddy’s resolve to seek her freedom. Popular opinion against slavery was increasing, and when Biddy met other antislavery activists, they further encouraged her to take action. Still, she held back, waiting for the right opportunity.

  The Owens family had become fond of Biddy, and by 1855 their children had become romantically involved. Biddy’s seventeen-year-old daughter, Ellen, had fallen in love with the Owenses’ son, Charles. Hannah’s daughter, Ann, had fallen love with Manuel Pepper, one of the vaqueros who worked for the Owens family. These relationships fortuitously cemented the families together. When it was rumored that Robert Smith was thinking of moving to Texas, taking the Masons with him so that he could keep them as his slaves, the Owens family took an interest. No one wanted to see the Masons leave the area. It became apparent that something needed to be done quickly when Smith gathered up his belongings, slaves included, and started his trek toward Texas.

  In December 1855 Robert Smith decided to stop with his caravan in Los Angeles before heading for Texas. Their wagon train camped in Cajon Pass for three months while plans for the new settlement in Texas were drawn up. They were also awaiting the birth of Hannah Smith’s ninth baby.

  During their stopover Biddy met additional members of Los Angeles’ black community who also encouraged them to seek their freedom. Now that the Masons had the support of the Owenses, and their vaqueros, if needed, this was their prime opportunity to press for their freedom.

  Charles and Elizabeth Rowan, whom Biddy had met on the trek to California four years earlier, joined forces with the Owenses. Young Charles Owens and his father and other members of the two families, along with the vaqueros, formed a posse and set off like knights in shining armor from their livery on San Pedro Street in Los Angeles. Riding into the Smiths’ camp near Santa Monica, the group apprehended Smith’s wagon train, preventing it from leaving the state. They had been wise to get the law on their side.

  The Los Angeles county sheriff, Frank Dewitt, had been informed that Robert Smith was intent upon taking his slaves to Texas, a slave state, in an attempt to hold on to his property. Judge Benjamin Hayes was petitioned, and a writ of habeas corpus was issued against Smith forbidding him to leave the state. The slaves were placed “under the charge of the sheriff for their protection” and were housed in the county jail so that no one could abscond with them.

  On January 19, 1856, Biddy Mason, who was illiterate, formally petitioned the court for freedom for herself, her three daughters, and her extended family of thirteen other slaves belonging to Smith. Robert Smith claimed that he was the slaves’ legal guardian and that some of the slaves were willing to go to Texas with him. In spite of California’s free-state status, the odds were against Biddy and her family. California law prohibited minorities such as blacks, mulattos, Chinese, and Native Americans from testifying against white people.
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