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The Fisk Family of Helena,
Montana, 1867-1902

Helena, Montana, like so many other mining towns along the
Rocky Mountain cordillera represented a kind of Eldorado for
its settlers whether they came prospecting for gold or intended
to profit from supplying the miners. In both cases, mining
camp dwellers anticipated ‘‘bettering their condition in
life’’—to use a popular nineteenth-century phrase. The settle-
ment of these Eldorados, however, was not solely a process
wherein the camp citizens raised cities out of the wilderness;
the frontier also worked its changes upon its inhabitants. For
Helena's Elizabeth Chester Fisk, and for other Eldorado
women who were married and of the middling sort, the fron-
tier proved to be a transforming experience. In a number of
ways, both the nature of the community and its special
demographic circumstances affected women and brought
them to new perceptions of themselves.

First, the frontier eroded women's informal networks—
structures that underpinned nineteenth-century women'’s lives
—and cast women back into the home and domesticity. Sec-
ond, the peculiar demography of the frontier, especially the
disproportionate number of men to women, created a scarcity
of domestic help that increased the burdens of managing a
household for middling women. Third, the isolation of these
mining towns necessitated that these women's husbands be
absent for long periods; during these times women were left to
manage on their own. And fourth, the frontier environment
undermined the social institutions in which nineteenth-
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Grace and Elizabeth Fisk in October 1898.

century women normally anchored their power and coun-
tenanced community activities that were frankly antithetical
to women's traditional familial concerns. Elizabeth Chester
Fisk was one of countless women who experienced these fron-
tier changes.

A particularly reliable witness, Elizabeth Fisk very nearly
corresponded to what might be termed the statistically
average, middle-class woman living in Helena between 1867
and 1900. In 1870, if the census enumerator had been inclined
to generalize about Helena's female population, he would have
described a typical example as twenty-two years old, married,
"’keeping house,”” born in the Northeast, and living in a
nuclear-family household composed of four persons—hus-
band, wife, child, and either a boarder or a servant. This
average woman's husband would have been approximately
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nine years her senior.! In that census year, Elizabeth
Fisk, a native of Connecticut, was twenty-four and
her husband, Robert Emmett Fisk, a former New
Yorker and the editor of the Helena Herald, was eight
years older than she. As editor of one of the town's
newspapers, Robert Fisk occupied a secure middle
position, neither in the same social or economic class
as Helena's capitalists nor among the city’s mechanics
and artisans.? The Fisk houshold on Rodney Street
consisted of Elizabeth and Robert, their young
daughter, Grace, and May Bromley, Elizabeth's pre-
sent boarder and future sister-in-law.3

Spanning over three decades, Elizabeth Fisk's
correspondence breathes life into an otherwise bland
demographic description and illuminates the relation-
ship between women's lives and the frontier. Because
Elizabeth Fisk had a daughter, it is also possible to
gauge the effect of the frontier on two generations of
women.

ORN IN FEBRUARY of 1846 in Vernon,
Connecticut, to Azubah and Isaac Chester,
a Congregational minister, Elizabeth grew
up in an atmosphere of New England
piety and gentility. Except for the Chesters' ardent
abolitionism, the family was generally conservative,
and supported the Union's cause during the Civil
War. As part of her contribution to this effort,
Elizabeth, like many other northern women, helped
manufacture blankets for the Union Army. In one of
these bundles of blankets, she pinned a patriotic and
encouraging note. Captain Robert Fisk, who received
Elizabeth's blanket and note, was so taken with the
sentiments expressed in her message that he com-
menced a correspondence with Elizabeth and con-
tinued it for the remainder of his military service.
After the war ended, Robert determined to thank his
correspondent and benefactor in person and traveled
to Connecticut to meet her.# Well-pleased with each
other, Robert and Elizabeth decided to marry after she
finished teaching in the spring of 1867. Elizabeth's
matrimonial decision betokened greater changes in
her life than leaving the classroom; her husband
planned to settle on the western frontier.

One of six brothers, Robert Fisk came from an
equally genteel, upstate New York family. The elder
Fisk brothers had early appreciated the promise of the

1. Derived from statistical analysis of the U.S. Manuscript Census, 1870. It
should be noted, however, that this statistical paradigm holds only for
1870. As the age structure of the ity shifts, Elizabeth Chester Fisk
becomes a representative of her age cohort.
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West and had established themselves in St. Paul with
an eye to leading expeditions across the Dakota plains
into Montana. In the early 1860s, James Liberty Fisk
had done precisely that and had persuaded the Fisk
brothers to stake their fortunes on a small but rich
gold camp in the Prickly Pear Valley, now grown into
the town of Helena. With the demise of the town's
first journal, the Montana Radiator, the community
lacked a newspaper, and the Fisks stepped in, buying
the defunct paper's presses and inventory. Because
Robert had had experience as a journalist in Indiana,
the brothers Fisk pressed him into service as editor
and general manager of the undertaking. In the winter
of 1867, Robert traveled east to solicit advertising, to
purchase printing supplies, and to claim his bride.
That spring Elizabeth and Robert married and by the
end of May they were aboard the steamer Little Rock
headed up the Missouri River to Fort Benton and
Helena, Montana Territory.5

Elizabeth's transition from New England to the
trans-Mississippi frontier was much swifter and less
arduous than the same journey was for the immi-
grants on the overland trail. None of the physical
strain or the conflicts between husbands and wives
that had characterized the immigrants bound for
Oregon and California touched the river-route
travellers.® Passage by steamboat into the Rocky
Mountains was normally a fairly relaxed and comfor-
table experience. When Elizabeth arrived in Fort Ben-
ton in late July 1867, both her household and ideo-
logical baggage arrived intact. Her allegiance to the
""cult of true womanhood''—the nineteenth-century
prescription that directed women to be pure, sub-
missive, and self-sacrificing—remained unshaken,
and it had been safely transported to the mining fron-
tier.

Once in Helena, Elizabeth immediately entered into
the life and work of the household she and Robert
shared with his elder brother, James, and his family.
Like many nineteenth-century women, Elizabeth con-
ceived her role as more than a housekeeper for an in-
dividual home. For Elizabeth, the task of housekeep-
ing extended to the community and beyond. "’ My first
impressions of Helena,'' she wrote to her sister, Fan-
nie,

have been generally confirmed. I like the place
much; it is not like home, but there is a wide
field for usefulness here, and entering upon the
work earnestly and prayerfully we need never

5. Guide to the Fisk Family Papers, Fisk Family Papers, Montana Historical
Society (MHS); Elizabeth Chester Fisk to Frances Chester, May 8, 1867;
Elizabeth Chester Fisk to the Fisk Family, May 17, 1867, Fisk Family
Papers, MHS.
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Yale University, 1979}, Chapters 3-5.
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