AMERICAN DAUGHTERS:

by Glenda Riley

In 1946, a lively, highly informative auto-
biography of a black frontierswoman effectively
challenged the prevalent stereotype that all female
settlers were white. Few, if any, observers of the
American West had thought that the strong, con-
quering Saint in the Sunbonnet or the delicate,
dewy-eyed Madonna of the Prairie might occa-
sionally be dark-complexioned rather than fair. Era
Bell Thompson’s American Daughter turned the
usual conception of the lily-white western women
on its head.!

Yet, over three decades later, our knowledge of
black frontierswomen has increased relatively lit-
tle. Western black women still suffer from an un-
fortunate case of near-invisibility in the historical
record. The chronicle of the American West con-
tinues to be commonly presented as one almost
totally dominated by white Americans.?

It is time to look at some of the inclusions and
omissions of black frontierswomen by historians
of the nineteenth and twentieth century Trans-
Mississippi West. And it is time to suggest some of
the reasons why black women have been overlooked
and what might be learned about them, their lives,
and their contributions.

An immediate, but inaccurate, reaction to this
objective might be that the necessary source
materials do not exist. In fact, census materials con-
tain much information about black women; and
black women’s diaries, letters, and memoirs are
numerous. Many literate black women left written
materials behind them. Others, both literate and
not, have participated in oral interviews. With a
little effort, the interviews can be found in archival
collections, oral history projects, and published
form. The Montana American Mothers Bicentennial
Project of 1975-1976, for example, housed in the
Montana Historical Society Archives in Helena,
includes a short biography of “Aunt” Tish, a black
frontier settler who ran a popular dining room and
boardinghouse in Hamilton, Montana, during the
early years of the twentieth century.? In the Univer-
sity of Wyoming’s American Heritage Center in
Laramie, there is a transcript of an interview with
Sudie Rhone, who talks about a black woman's club
movement on the Great Plains.? And in the pages
of an article describing black people in South
Dakota history there is mention of black brothels
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that catered to black troops stationed in the area
during the 1880s, of black land promoter Mary
Elizabeth Blair who was active professionally dur-
ing the early 1900s, and of a number of other black
working and entrepreneurial women during both
these periods.®

If black women’s sources exist, then why have
they been largely overlooked? Clearly, they are not
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