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When Strangers Met:
Sex and Gender on Three Frontiers

ALBERT L. HURTADO

Albert Hurtado shifts our focus from women’s survival strategies to the
systems of constraint that often endangered their survival. He does this by
exploring the most intimate of “cross-cultural exchanges,” sexual rela-
tionships. Sex, like other basic activities such as eating and sleeping,
might appear to be one constant of human relationships, and thus outside
the range of history. Hurtado demonstrates that sex, too, is a social and
historical category by showing how understandings of sexuality differed
vastly among Spaniards, Euro-Americans, and various Indian peoples. In
particular, Spanish Mexican and American gender systems had no equiva-
lent for a variety of Indian cross-gender roles, which allowed some people
to assume the roles of the other sex. In some cultures, they were actually
understood to be the other sex; in others they constituted a third gender,
neither traditionally male nor female. Men who adopted cross-gender
roles, often called berdache, could only be understood as homosexuals by
Europeans, who likewise misinterpreted Indian women’s sexuality in many
instances. Hurtado explores how these differences, coupled with vastly
unequal power relationships, affected Indian women on three frontiers—in
California under the Spanish mission system and later during the gold
rush and in the Upper Missouri during the fur trade.

The evidence is grim. Indian women, Hurtado suggests, were subject to
enormous abuse, including rape, venereal disease, and slavery. His
research paints a picture vastly different from that suggested by histories
of Indian-white relationships in other circumstances, particularly the
marriages “according to the custom of the country” among European men
and Indian women during the early Canadian fur trade.' We need to con-
sider differences in the Europeans’ enterprises, economies, and social
expectations on various frontiers, as well as variations in Indian cultures,
as we untangle what “intimacy” meant in different circumstances.

In the meanwhile, Hurtado offers an important caution. In our desire
to recognize the historical agency of women and racial ethnic peoples,
we must not ignore the realities of exploitation and abuse or the very
limited options many people confronted. Systems of social constraint
could sometimes be very constraining indeed. And, as Hurtado reminds
us, in order to be able to exercise historical agency, one must first
survive.
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The West of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was a cosmopolitan
place—a meeting ground for people of disparate cultures and conflicting
motives. Equipped with widely different ideas about correct social be-
havior, Indians, Hispanos, Anglos, and others frequently misunderstood
and mistrusted each other. Yet these people who met as strangers came
to live in close association for decades and often entered into sexual
relationships—marriage, long-term cohabitation, and briefer connections
as well. In some cases these intimate relationships softened the racial
friction and violence that so often characterized the frontier. Especially in
the fur trade Indian women joined with white men to make families that
were the backbone of the trade and frontier society. These relationships
produced mixed-blood (métis) children who populated the Great Lakes
and Canadian frontiers? In what is now the southwestern United States,
the Spanish American frontier assumed a racially and culturally mixed
character that in many ways resembled that of Mexico. Marriages and
informal alliances between Indians, Spaniards, and others produced a
mixed race, or “mestizo,” population that dominated the Hispanic settle-
ments of the region? Such unions were, as Richard White has said of the
Great Lakes region, “a bridge to the middle ground, an adjustment to
interracial sex in the fur trade where the initial conceptions of sexual
conduct held by each side were reconciled in a new customary relation. 4

The bridge provided some Indian women with new, albeit sometimes
fleeting, survival routes in a changing world. Yet not all Indians could or
would cross that bridge, and some of those who did found that the path
was very rough going. This essay will compare several very different
people, places, and circumstances—the Franciscan missions, Upper
Missouri fur trade, California gold rush, Indians and whites from various
nations. It focuses particularly on the experiences of Indian women and
to a lesser extent on the berdache, a class of morphological males who
dressed and acted as women. The berdache and the women in these
stories probably represent a minority example in the range of Indian
experiences, yet they serve to emphasize a major theme of this essay.
Changes in social and economic relations put some people at risk—
notably the berdache and women who were particularly vulnerable. At the
same time that some couples built lasting relationships that benefited
both parties, interracial sexuality exacerbated Indian-white conflict and
violence. While some newcomers welcomed the seemingly open sexual
possibilities of the frontier, they usually condemned—at least in public—
behavior that challenged conventional European ideas about gender. The
intimate experiences of Indians and whites that are presented here are not
merely idiosyncratic episodes that are unconnected to the main currents
of American history® On the contrary, their sexual histories illustrate how
broad-based historical change affected personal life.

Concepts about sex and gender are at the heart of this matter. Sexuality,
as John D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman have argued, “has been contin-
ually reshaped by the changing nature of the economy, the family, and
politics.”? Sexuality is a part of gender relations, a social construction
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that varies according to time and circumstances.® The historical analysis
of gender, feminist scholar Carroll Smith-Rosenberg asserts, “forces us to
reconsider our understanding of the most fundamental ordering of social
relations, institutions of social relations, institutions and power arrange-
ments within the society we study.”® Thus, this essay, which is focused
on a particular aspect of gender relations, illuminates some of the chal-
lenges to Indian societies that were in contact with unusual new cultures
in North America. In addition, it explains some of the results—whether
intended or not—of the colonization of Indian resources and society.

Needless to say, it is a difficult task to disclose the private lives of any
group, much less people who did not leave a personal record of their
innermost thoughts and feelings. Moreover, much of what we know of
Indian history comes from the writings of white men, most of whom had
ethnocentric biases as well as the preoccupations of their gender.! Still,
the perspective of ethnohistory permits the cautious use of these sources
to unravel some of the complex mysteries of sex and gender in the multi-
ethnic American West of more than a century ago.

To begin to understand what happened, we must first know something
of Indian, Hispanic, and Anglo ideas about sex and gender. Though sexual
norms varied from tribe to tribe, it is fair to generalize that Indians had
different ideas about sexuality than did Europeans. The Blackfeet, for
example, considered it a disgrace for a young girl to become pregnant
before marriage, yet anthropologist John C. Ewers reports that “chastity
before marriage was more an ideal than a reality.” Blackfeet men bragged
of their conquests of single and married women alike.!! Plains Indians
generally tolerated premarital and extramarital sex among men but sought
to maintain the virtue of women. A girl’s reputation for chastity, or lack
of it, affected her chances of marrying well. Nevertheless, love affairs,
adultery, and elopements occurred among Plains Indians.!? Serial mono-
gamy was the usual marital pattern, but polygyny was also accepted,
especially for chiefs, shamans, and other powerful people.'® Divorce was
usually easily effected if one partner wanted it. Public ceremonial sexual
practices were also known in some tribes, particularly the northern Plains
Indians with their buffalo-calling ceremony. Women took lovers, but at
their own risk, for their husbands might punish them if they found out.
On the other hand, husbands might lend their wives to visitors or trade
their sexual services for goods. However, these arrangements were
thought of as gift-giving, part of the endless round of reciprocity that
marked Indian life. True prostitution—sex as a purely commercial
transaction—was rare among Indians before the arrival of Europeans, if
it existed at all.

California poses special difficulties in describing sexual behavior and
gender roles before European contact. There were more than one hundred
distinct groups within the current state boundaries, each with its own
language and customs. Nevertheless, patterns emerge from the anthro-
pological literature on the tribes that inhabited the regions that came
under mission influence. As with other Indian tribes, it was important for
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children to marry well. With most tribes premarital sex did not seem to
be a matter of great importance. After marriage, however, fidelity was
expected and husbands had the authority to punish their errant wives. The
Chumash, who lived in the Santa Barbara Channel region, permitted
husbands to whip their adulterous wives. To the north, not far from
Monterey Bay, a wronged Esselin husband could demand an indemnity

ayment from his wife’s lover. In the Los Angeles region, a Gabrielino
cuckold could claim the wife of his wife’s lover. Yet the women in these
unions possessed some power of their own over their sexual lives. They
could divorce husbands who were cruel or who were otherwise not to
their liking. As with the Plains tribes serial monogamy was a common
marital pattern and polygyny was one of the privileges that came with
wealth, power, and high status.!4

Many tribes on the plains and in California also tolerated—perhaps
even respected—the berdache, although this is a matter of current debate.
It is not altogether clear that the berdache engaged in homosexual acts in
all tribes, but in some cases they did. More importantly, a berdache was
not viewed as a deviant male, but as an embodiment of male and female
characteristics. In some tribes the berdache were regarded as a third
gender, endowed with special spiritual attributes and other qualities.
When they were so regarded, or when they were regarded sexually as
women, their sexual unions with men were not understood as homo-
sexual. Often chiefs would take a berdache as a second wife. Unmarried
berdache often took serial lovers who were regarded as perfectly normal
men. ! In some tribes women also cross-dressed and took on male roles. 16
Such behavior struck Europeans as unnatural, lascivious, and wanton,
even though native people regulated sexuality according to their own
customs.

Indian sexuality reflected Indian gender roles that differed radically
from European norms. Fertility and birth made the power of Indian
women palpable to tribesmen. Many Indian societies were matrilineal, In
some California tribes women could be shamans and chiefs. Women
engaged in other activities that Europeans regarded as men’s work, e.g.,
farming, skinning, butchering. In some tribes, women had considerable
control over their sexual lives.!” Nevertheless, marriage was an impor-
tant arrangement that established kinship between families, and while
women usually could refuse an unwanted union, their families applied
pressure to secure especially valuable alliances. The widespread practice
of giving the prospective bride’s family a gift (sometimes called a “bride
price””) emphasized reciprocal exchange between families rather than the
outright purchase of the woman. While husbands in some tribes—espe-
cially on the northern plains—gave or gambled away their wives’ sexual
service, the wives were not free to dispense favors on their own and
risked severe punishment if they did.!®

Indians’ sex and gender customs differed from the sexual ideology of
Christian Europeans in many respects. Protestants and Catholics alike
condemned extramarital sex, homosexuality, and polygamy. Divorce was
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difficult or impossible to obtain, and—ideally—the brides and grooms
who approached the marriage altar were virgins. Ideas about sexual
desire in women changed markedly from the eighteenth to the nineteenth
century. In the mid-1700s the notion that women enjoyed sex found wide
support, but sex was for procreation and not pleasure alone.' In the
following century, however, a new idea took root. Women, according to
some physicians and social ideologues, were frail, nervous, and uninter-
ested in sex except as an act necessary to procreation. Women’s chal-
lenges to male authority and the uncertainties of modemizing America
inspired these theories that seemed to consign women to child rearing and
household chores.?® These theories about women’s sexual nature fit well
with the cult of true womanhood, which required them to be pure, pious,
and domestic. Moreover, women were thought to exert a civilizing
influence on men who had naturally coarse instincts.

Despite—or perhaps because of—the strictures that society placed on
sexual behavior, illicit sex flourished in eastern cities even though
prostitution seemed to be at odds with prevailing moral standards. Society
tolerated the institution in part because it was believed that men were
virile and aggressive, while women seldom wanted or enjoyed sex. This
belief drove single and married men to brothels to satisfy their animal
urges, while women remained at home in blissful ignorance, or perhaps
grateful that they did not have to submit to their spouses’ base instincts.2!

A comparison of Anglo and Hispanic sexual attitudes and practices
shows similarities and differences. Ideally, Hispanic women were
secluded, except when closely chaperoned, to protect their chastity and
the honor of their male relatives. In practice women had greater latitude
of action than the ideal permitted, especially in frontier regions. Hispanic
ideas about female sexuality also differed from Anglo theories. Accord-
ing to Anglo standards, normal women were sexually anesthetic, but in
Hispanic lore, Latinas were easily seduced, partly because they were
physically weaker than men and partly because women were incapable of
mastering their own strong sexual impulses. Hispanic sexual life was
further complicated because men acquired honor and status by seducing
other men’s wives and daughters. At the same time, the Catholic Church
decreed that sex should be limited to the marriage bed for the sole
purpose of procreation, which should be achieved through the so-called
missionary position. All other sexual practices were sinful and pro-
hibited.2? Spaniards did not always follow the sexual ideology that the
church prescribed in their relations with Indians. While Crown and
church permitted Spaniards to marry native people, informal sexual
relationships also occurred with great regularity and resulted in a large
mixed-race mestizo population.?3

In California’s Franciscan missions, Spanish ideas about sex and
gender contrasted sharply with local Indian traditions. Missions were
supposed to inculcate Catholic and Spanish values in the Indians and
prepare them for life as ordinary citizens. Guided by Catholic teachings,
missionaries were determined to eradicate sinful behavior, including



When Strangers Met ’ 127

common Indian practices like extramarital sex, easy divorce, homo-
sexuality, and polygyny.2* Thus, during confession, the friars took care
to closely question neophytes about their sexual behavior.2*

Religious and lay Spaniards alike, who considered homosexuality an
execrable sin against nature, one to be extirpated at all costs, had no other
sexual framework within which to understand Indians’ cross-gender
roles. Much to the dismay of Spaniards, berdache Indians were ubiqui-
tous in California. Captain Pedro Fages in 1775 reported that the
Chumash were “addicted to the unspeakable vice of sinning against
pature,” maintaining that each rancheria had a transvestite “for common
use.” Fages apologized for even obliquely mentioning homosexuality
because it was “an excess so criminal that it seems even forbidden to speak
its name.”’2¢ The missionary Pedro Font was more candid. He reported
“sodomites addicted to nefarious practices” among the Yuma Indians and
concluded that “there will be much to do when the Holy Faith and the
Christian religion are established among them.”?”

Other priests were as disturbed by berdache behavior as Font was.
Father Francisco Paléu reported an incident at Mission San Antonio
where a transvestite and another man were discovered “in an unspeakably
sinful act.” A priest, and two soldiers “punished them,” Paléu revealed,
“although not as much as they deserved.” The horrified priest tried to
explain to the Indians how terrible was their sin against nature only to be
told that the two men were married. Paléu’s reaction to this news was not
recorded, but it is doubtful that he accepted it with equanimity. After a
severe scolding, the couple left the mission vicinity. Paléu hoped that
“these accursed persons will decrease, and such an abominable vice will
be eradicated,” as the Catholic faith increases “for the greater Glory of
God and the good of those pitiful, ignorant people. 28

Civil and church officials agreed on the need to eradicate homosexuality
as an affront to God and Spanish men alike. At Mission Santa Clara the
fathers noticed an unconverted Indian who, though dressed like a woman
and working among women, did not seem to have breasts, an observation
that was made easier because Indian women traditionally wore only
necklaces above the waist. The curious friars conspired with the corporal
of the guard to take this questionable person into custody where he was
completely disrobed, confirming that he was indeed a man. The poor
fellow was “more embarrassed than if he had been a woman,” according
to one friar. For three days the soldiers kept him nude—stripped of his
sexual identity—and made him sweep the plaza near the guardhouse—
woman’s work. He remained “sad and ashamed” until he was released
under orders to abjure feminine clothes and stay out of women’s company.
Instead he fled from the mission to take up residence and a new trans-
vestite life among gentiles?®

The revulsion and violence that customary Indian sexual relations
inspired in the newcomers must have puzzled and frightened native
people. Formerly accepted as an ordinary part of social life, the berdache
faced persecution at the hands of friars and soldiers. To the colonizers,



128 Frontiers

berdache were homosexuals and homosexual behavior was loathsome,
one of many traits that convinced ethnocentric priests that California
Indians were a backward race. In a word, they were “incomprehensible”
to Father Geronimo Boscana. The “affirmative with them, is negative,”
he claimed “and the negative, the affirmative,” a perversity that was
clearly reflected in homosexuality. In frustration Boscana compared the
California Indians with “a species of monkey.”?°

Indian sexuality confounded Spaniards, but friars fretted over the sexual
habits not only of neophytes. Some civilians and soldiers brought to
California sexual attitudes and behavior that were at odds with Catholic
and Indian values alike. Rape was a special concern of friars who con-
demned Spanish deviant sexual behavior in California3! As early as 1772
Father Luis Jayme complained about some of the soldiers who deserved
to be hanged for “continuous outrages” on the Dieguefio women near the
mission3? Father Jayme worried that wanton soldiers would turn the
Diegueifios against the missions. “Many times,” he asserted, the Indians
were on the verge of attacking the mission because “some soldiers went
there and raped their women.” The situation was so bad that when the
fathers approached the rancherfas the Indians would flee, even’ risking
hunger “so the soldiers will not rape their women as they have already
done so many times in the past.”

San Diego was not unique. Father Jayme complained that rapes had
occurred at every mission. Junipero Serra, founder and father-president
of the California missions, agreed with Jayme. Serra singled out Spanish
muleteers who traveled between the missions as the worst perpetrators of
sexual assaults. Rape, Serra believed, ultimately would alienate the
Indians and imperil the mission system. The Indians, “until now as gentle
as sheep,” Serra wrote, “will turn on us like tigers.”’33

Serra was a prophet. In 1775 eight hundred neophyte and gentile
Dieguefios, fed up with sexual assaults and chafing under missionary
supervision, attacked Mission San Diego. They burned the mission and
killed three Spaniards, including Father Jayme, beating his face beyond
recognition34 As Jayme and Serra had predicted, sexual abuse made
California a perilous place. Still, the revolt did not dissuade some
Spaniards from sexual involvement with Indian women. In 1779 Serra was
still criticizing the government for “unconcern in the matter of shameful
conduct between the soldiers and Indian women,” a complaint that may
have included mutual as well as rapacious liaisons33

To reform Indian sexuality and protect unmarried female neophytes
from Spanish assaults, friars closely watched their charges by day and kept
them under lock and key at night. Unmarried men and women slept in
separate quarters, although sexual segregation seems to have done little to
halt illicit sexual behavior. Sherburne F. Cook, the foremost California
Indian demographer, claimed that restrictions on sexuality may have
induced neophytes to flee to the gentile tribes with whom they could enjoy
life without unwanted sexual restrictions?¢ The 1824 Chumash rebellion
is an illustrative case. During the revolt several hundred Santa Barbara
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(California), were meant to keep young unmarried women from having voluntary
sexual liaisons and to protect them from rape. Women were locked in such buildings
every night. Unfortunately, the structures were unsanitary and poorly ventilated and
contributed to the spread of diseases, which exacerbated the high death rates for
women at the missions. (Courtesy California History.)

neophytes fled to the interior, where they exchanged women with Yokuts
gentiles and abandoned other Catholic restrictions as well 37

Even within the missions, the Franciscans’ most stringent efforts did not
stop determined neophytes from having forbidden sexual relations. In 1813
a Spanish government official sent a questionnaire to the missionaries
inquiring about various aspects of mission Indian life. When asked about
the vices most prevalent at each mission, the friars almost universally gave
answers such as “impurity,” “unchastity,” “fornication,” and “lust.”38
No doubt the friars had some individual successes in reforming Indian
sexual behavior in the forty-four years that missions had existed, but
according to their own reports, the missionaries had failed to inculcate
Catholic sexual values in the neophytes.

But Spanish colonization had changed Indian sexual behavior in other
ways. At the very least, sexual liaisons that were once accepted were now
forbidden and had to be enjoyed furtively. There were other changes as
well. Before Spaniards had arrived, true prostitution does not seem to
have been customary in California, but during the mission era it became
common.*® A report of Father Jayme suggests how prostitution may have
begun. In 1772 four soldiers raped two women at a rancheria known as
El Corral. After the assault the soldiers tried to convert the act from rape
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to prostitution by paying the women with some ribbon and a few tortillas,
They also paid a neophyte man who had witnessed the assault and warned
him not to divulge the incident. Insulted and angry, the Indians were not
overawed by the rapists’ threats and told Jayme. In retaliation the soldiers
Jocked the neophyte man in the stocks, an injustice that outraged Jayme
who personally released him*° These rapists had embarked on a program
of sexual education. Food and gifts, they taught, could be had in exchange
for sex.

Whether or not prostitution evolved from rapes, Spanish demands for
sexual service led to the widespread sale of sex. Perhaps the adoption of
prostitution was an Indian attempt to reduce the incidence of rape and
exert some control over their sexual encounters with Spaniards. In any
case, Indian men became involved as procurers. In 1780 Father Serra
complained about a neophyte who procured women for the soldiers at
Mission San Gabriel 4! A few years later a Spanish naturalist observed that
the Chumash men had “become pimps, even for their own wives, for any
miserable profit.”#2 So it would appear that the advent of prostitution was
another unintended sexual result of the establishment of the California
missions.

From a Catholic perspective the missions were failures as institutions
of sexual reform, although they resulted in changes in Indian sexual life.
From an Indian viewpoint the missionaries’ intentions were not benign,”
but involved radical changes in all phases of Indian life. Franciscans railed
bitterly against rape, prostitution, and other sexual practices that the
Catholic Church condemned. Nevertheless, some Spaniards persisted in
assaults and purchased sexual favors. Since many of these men were young
unmarried soldiers, the existence of rape and prostitution in frontier
California is not especially surprising. It is worth pointing out, however,
that missions and presidios advanced together on the Spanish American
frontier. Soldiers protected priests’ lives and mission property. Without
them the missions could not have endured. Thus, even though mission-
aries decried sexual brutality, their very presence promoted it. Spiritual,
military, and sexual conquest went hand in glove on the California
frontier.

Fur traders represented a far different aspect of European and American
imperialism than did Franciscan missionaries. These expectant capitalists,
as a historian has termed the traders, had material rather than spiritual
goals in mind and pursued their vocation with hardly a shadow of humani-
tarian concern for their Indian clients*?> Traders were not celibate by
inclination or priestly vows. Because their business compelled them to
live for extended periods among Indians, many traders married Indian
women 44

The Mandan and Hidatsa villages on the bluffs of the upper Missouri
provide a commanding view of sex and gender at work in the fur trade.
These Indians had been farmers and traders for generations before the first
whites arrived at their villages in 1738. Strategically located where the
expanding horse and gun frontiers met, Mandan and Hidatsa traders were
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an important force on the upper Missouri in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries*

Indian women were one of the prime attractions of the Missouri
villages. In 1798 David Thompson, a North West Company trader,
reported that his companions wanted to go to the Mandan communities
chiefly for women. Thompson—like many other white visitors—remarked
on the practice of providing “a bedfellow” to a traveler, adding, “if he has
any property.”46 Since traders often gave the women and their husbands
presents, whites frequently equated the practice of wife lending with pros-
titution, but the Missouri tribes and other Plains Indians were involved in
a far more complicated sexual enterprise than that. For them, the provi-
sion of a sexual partner was a matter of hospitality that cemented friend-
ships and trading relationships. Moreover, they believed that coitus
transferred power from one man to another, using the woman as a kind
of transmission line. The Mandan institutionalized this principle in the
buffalo-calling ceremony, a famous rite where old, respected hunters
copulated with the wives of younger men who sought to invoke the elders’
spiritual aid. These acts also symbolized intercourse with life-giving
buffalo, ensured fertility, and drew nigh the bison herds. Other tribes of
the northern plains also practiced ritual intercourse’

The Indians who celebrated these rites no doubt considered their parti-
cipation to be a sacred obligation, but when whites arrived on the scene
the situation became confused. Mandans regarded fur traders as powerful
persons, so whites were welcomed into the buffalo-calling ceremony,
much to the carnal delight of the members of the Lewis and Clark expe-
dition. As Pierre-Antoine Tabeau drolly remarked, the men of Lewis and
Clark were “untiringly zealous in attracting the cow.”48

Public sexual rites and the frank solicitations of Indian men and their
wives were not the only erotic attractions of the Missouri villages. They
were also slave marts where fur traders could purchase women. Slave
women were captives from enemy tribes, often Shoshone, Sioux, and
Arikara. Sacagawea, a Shoshone woman, was one of them. Her husband,
Toussaint Charbonneau, purchased her and another young woman from
Hidatsa traders sometime between 1800 and 18044 The purchase of slave
women for wives was not a romantic arrangement. Expedience and price
were the main considerations of Francis A. Chardon who bought an
Arikara woman at Fort Clark in 1838. His diary entry shows how casually
such purchases were made. Tired of living alone, Chardon concluded “to
buy myself a Wife, a young Virgin of 15—which cost $150.” A month later
Chardon received a present. An Arikara, or perhaps a Gros Ventre man,
gave him a twelve-year-old Assiniboine girl, one of eight female captives
taken during a fight that killed sixty-four of their kin.5

Sacagawea, it is fair to say, is the best known of the luckless slaves who
passed through the Missouri villages, but much about her life remains
shrouded after her service with Lewis and Clark. Needless to say, we
know far less about the uncounted anonymous women who shared her
fate. The story of one of them, an extraordinary woman known only as
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the “flying beauty,” suggests how fortunate was Sacagawea. Her story
comes to us through Charles McKenzie, a North West Company trader
who visited the Mandans in 1805. A Mandan chief called him to his lodge
and told him about a young Shoshone woman whom he had recently
captured. The Mandan claimed that she was the greatest beauty of all the
tribes and that he had saved her for McKenzie, knowing that he would pay
a good price for her. He explained that he had “used her kindly,”
whatever that may have meant. She was all the more interesting because
she been captured twice before, only to escape. Unfortunately for her
Mandan captor, she had fled again, taking a horse and some weapons,
leaving only memories of her uncommon beauty behind. “None of our
women equal her,” the chief said, “we know the white men would love
her.”>!

Perhaps tired of hearing about the qualities of the escaped slave, an old
blind woman interrupted. “I wish you had killed the B---h,” she said. Not
only had the Shoshone absconded, she had stolen the old woman’s favorite
knife. Encouraged by the outburst, a young girl added, “[T]he bad Slave
has stolen my knife also—I wish she was dead!” Inspired by sentiments
like these, four young Mandan men pursued the Shoshone, following the
trail she made by digging camus roots for food. But the trail vanished at
the foot of the Rocky Mountains, and the Mandans wandered aimlessly
in unfamiliar territory. Meanwhile, the resourceful flying beauty had
killed a buffalo, built a shelter in a mountain valley, and commenced
smoking meat for her journey home. She no doubt thought she had eluded
her pursuers, but bad luck overtook her. The lost Mandans happened into
the valley, killed her with lances, and carried her head back to the
Missouri—a trophy on the end of a pole.3?

It is difficult to know if the experiences of Sacagawea or her kins-
woman, the flying beauty, were typical or exceptional examples of Indian
slave life. There are no statistical sources that tell how many enslaved
Indians were sold to white traders or to Indians. There is no way to know
how many women escaped or were killed in trying. Nor do we know how
many may have been adopted and married into the tribes of their captors,
a common practice.3? Slave women who were useful and compliant might
well have found a valued place among the people who kidnapped them,
but that was not their choice. It is fair to say, however, that fortune played
a part in the ultimate fate of captive women whose lives were at the
disposal of others. Charbonneau did not put Sacagawea’s head on a stick,
but that was her good luck. No one would have stopped him. The flying
beauty was clever and attractive, but she met a sorry end that shows how
risky and dangerous the world of the fur trade could be for slave women.

The Mandans continued to capture and sell women until smallpox
devastated their villages in 1837. This epidemic nearly wiped out the tribe.
Some survivors fled to the Arikaras, but a few remained in the nearly
deserted Missouri River village near Fort Clark. Neither group fared well.
The Arikaras stole the women of their Mandan guests, a powerless
minority unable to stop these assaults. Tiring of this treatment, some
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moved on to other tribes where they hoped to find a more hospitable and
compassionate reception 4

In December 1838 the Mandans finally abandoned their village near
Fort Clark, leaving behind a sickly old woman who soon died. In January
1839 their old enemies the Sioux burned the deserted town. As a parting
gesture, they took the scalp from the Mandan woman’s corpse and carried
it to their camp. It was a suitable trophy. The Sioux were the rising power
of the plains, and their women would no longer be subject to the assaults
of Mandans>> The women of the Mandans, former masters of the trade
in Indian slave women, were now at the mercy of more powerful tribes.

A decade after the Mandan village was reduced to ashes, James
Marshall and some Indian workers found gold in California and set off the
gold rush. The social and ethnic milieu of the gold rush was far more
cosmopolitan than those of the missions and the fur trade, and the added
complexity had ramifications for women and men according to their
culture and skin color. The mass migration that inundated the Sierra
Nevada foothills included people from all over the world, but regardless
of origin, young men vastly outnumbered women. Tribes in the gold
region were one hundred miles or more from the Spanish and Mexican
settlements and had not been directly affected by them. During the
Mexican era, however, American and Hudson’s Bay Company traders and
trappers had scoured the California interior. In 1839 John Sutter estab-
lished New Helvetia, an outpost in the Sacramento Valley that became a
focus for sparse Anglo-American settlement that was nominally under
Mexican control. Like Hispanic rancheros on the coast, Sutter and his
fellow frontiersmen employed Indian labor to work their herds and fields.
Some of these Indian workers were free, others were peons, and some
were slaves. After gold was discovered, Anglos and Hispanos alike used
Indian hands in the mines until free white labor drove them out 56

Though far removed from the mines, the gold rush affected Indians who
lived along the overland trail as some immigrants sought sexual gratifi-
cation on their journey. These sexual liaisons are poorly documented, but
two examples suffice to demonstrate activities that were probably widely
known but seldom recorded. In 1849 Howard Stansbury reported that “a
company of unprincipalled emigrants” committed “a gross and unprin-
cipalled outrage” on some Shoshone women and killed the Indians who
attempted to rescue them .57

Another recorded sexual incident happened three years later after tens
of thousands of overlanders had passed through Shoshone country and
sharply depleted Indian food resources. Travelers thoughtlessly killed
game and overfished the streams, and their draft animals overgrazed the
range and fouled watercourses. By 1852 Shoshones near the trail were
suffering. In July John Hudson Wayman, an Indiana physician, passed
through Shoshone territory near the present-day Utah-Nevada border.
Wayman was obviously unhappy to have Indians in his camp, upset as he
was by the “d----d Indians sneaking around beging [sic].” Meanwhile, two
of his companions “were conjureing around the Squaws,” evidently
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hoping for sexual favors. Eventually the two men gave an Indian woman
“some victuals” with “care & solicitude without receiving any thing in
return in sight.” The woman led the men away from the wagon train and
returned later “without any explanation,” a suggestive chain of events of
which Wayman disapproved.’®

This casual assignation represents more than the lust of two men on the
long trip to California. It illustrates the poverty of Shoshones who pan-
handled wagon trains and acquiesced to travelers’ sexual solicitations in
return for food. Moreover, the gold rush was not the beginning of the
Shoshone sexual experience with whites. Shoshone women had been
objects in the fur trade of the Upper Missouri for one hundred years. The
advent of overland immigration and its sexual component was part of a
long chain of events that impinged on the intimate lives of Indian women.

In California the booming gold-rush economy spawned a growing
prostitute population that included Indians and other women of color. In
1852, Henry B. Sheldon, a Protestant missionary, described San Francisco
prostitutes as the “aristocracy” of San Francisco and estimated that there
were about one thousand of them. Courtesans rode in “the most splendid
carriages, and on the most showy studs,” which they often raced near the
old Franciscan mission on the Sabbath. “Who can find a virtuous
woman?” Sheldon asked rhetorically, adding with unintended irony that
if one could be found her price would be far above rubies. The ratio of
harlots to honest women was so great that the latter class had to “conduct
themselves with the strictest propriety or be cast from the pale of good
society,” such as it was. San Francisco was not unique. As Sheldon noted,
there were “no villages of any size” without prostitutes.*®

Despite Sheldon’s description of the San Francisco high life, most
prostitutes lived desperate lives that were shadowed by violence, disease,
alcoholism, and crime$° Prostitutes in the mining camps worked in much
drearier circumstances than the ones that Sheldon described in the city.
Warren Saddler’s brief sketch of a Sunday morning in the mines conveys
how bleak prostitution in the mining districts could be. “We got up
early—went to the pit—Then over to Gold-run, to look about, found
nothing very flattering. We passed by the Grave-Yard—saw some persons
digging graves—several at work digging gold and hundreds at work
gambling—all in sight—and a party holding a sort of funeral and so it
goes—You can imagine what else there is—a house just below where there
are several Kanackers or Sandwich Island girls—there ‘aint much of a
crowd down there,” ” be added wryly. Saddler portrayed the tedium of the
mining districts where men waited their turn to have sex with a Hawaiian
woman. The view from the bordello must have been just as monotonous.
There is little romance in this vision of gold-rush prostitution $*

Not surprisingly, California Indians were among the first-prostitutes in
the mining districts. Like other women of color, they were believed by
most Anglo miners to be racially inferior and acceptable only for tempor-
ary sexual gratification. Prostitution was not a usual part of California
Indian society, but native women took it up in the most desperate
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circumstances. Starvation, Indian wars, and sexual assaults shaped their
sexual lives$? The low prices that they received for their services demon-
strated their desperation. Moreover, Indian prostitutes ran risks in their
own communities, as an 1851 incident in southern Oregon shows. After
a young, one-eyed Indian woman had intercourse with a miner for some
food, her husband appeared and threatened her. The next day another
Indian came to the camp and begged the whites to leave the women alone.
He added that among his people the penalty for adultery was the loss of
an eye.5? Far from being part of an aristocracy, as Brother Sheldon had put
it, Indian prostitutes were victims of racism and violence who were caught
between two worlds with conflicting sexual values.

Rapes of Indian women were widespread in gold-rush California.
Whites invaded rancherias and kidnapped tribeswomen. Even on a federal
Indian reservation the agents responsible for the Indian inmates raped
women “before the very eyes of their husbands and daughters,” a
newspaper reported, “and they dare not resent the insult, or even complain
of the hideous outrage.”%* Some observers blamed sexual assaults for
Indian warfare in northern California .65

Often Indians attacked white men who had assaulted native women, as
in the case of Big Tom, a miner who met his end after abducting a Nisenan
woman in 185556 But some infuriated Indian men inflicted violence on
tribeswomen who were the victims of white assailants. In 1859 a man
named Abbott attempted to kidnap a Honcut Indian woman, and her
husband killed her to keep her from the kidnapper. Subsequently Abbott
wounded the husband with a pistol. Then the rest of the Indians badly beat
Abbott, a fate that some whites believed was well deserved. The local
newspaper expressed indignation that a “squaw man” like Abbott could
endanger the countryside by inciting the Indians in this way$’ There were
many similar incidents in California in the 1850558

The gold rush was a deadly period for California Indians, male and
female alike. During the 1850s their population declined from about
150,000 to 30,000, but Indian women evidently died at a more rapid rate
than men, a circumstance that limited the ability of Indian society to
recover demographic losses$® The deficit of Indian women intensified
competition for potential wives in some Indian communities. In the
mid-1850s John Sutter reported that fights over women were a special
source of tension among the Nisenans who lived at his Hok Farm near
Marysville. Sutter, who had lived among these Indians since 1839,
reported that during drunken brawis Nisenan men assaulted women. One
suitor murdered 2 woman who had resisted his importunities’® While
perhaps not typical, these incidents show the horrific possibilities in a
society with a rapidly declining population and few women.

One can hardly imagine more disparate places than the Franciscan
missions, Upper Missouri fur posts, and California mines. Missionaries
endeavored to change Indian sexual behavior with sharp limitations on old
California customs—homosexuality, cross-gender sexuality, polygyny,
and extramarital sex. Ultimately, they hoped to incorporate Indians into
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Spanish society as part of Indian and mixed families where sanctioned
conjugal relations could occur. What happened was a classic example of
unintended results. Interracial rape became all too common and prostitu-
tion proliferated. Even mission Indian behavior was far from the Catholic
standards that the Franciscans imposed. Moreover, while priests recorded
thousands of Catholic marriages among Indians, there were disappoint-
ingly few mixed-race unions. The mission marriage records indicate that
Hispanic Californians—whatever their racial origins—preferred to marry
other Hispanos.”! Sexual relations did not bring substantial numbers of
Indian and Hispanic Californians together in stable families:~

Fur traders, on the other hand, adapted some Indian sexual conventions.
Circumstances compelled some of them to marry the women of their
customers while others purchased slave women for conjugal pleasure,
companionship, and the convenience of domestic service. Whites uni-
formly misunderstood the ceremonial significance of ritual intercourse
and the ramifications for the transmission of power. Instead, traders
emphasized sexual relations as an occasion for an exchange of goods
rather than an exchange of strong medicine. Sexual services and female
slaves became products for sale in the fur-trading marketplace as well as
a reciprocal exchange that assured kinship alliances.”?

During the gold rush Anglo-Americans forced their sexual needs on
native women with no regard for Indian sexual customs. As the white’
population overwhelmed California, they also engulfed Indian society,
impoverished native communities, and forced destitute women to
prostitute themselves. Part of the invading population was imbued with a
conquest mentality, fear and hatred of Indians that in their minds justified
the rape of Indian women. The mining districts became an arena for
assaults on women that further debilitated a population already in decline
and suffering from a variety of infectious diseases.”

The mission, the fur trade, and the gold rush imperiled women and
menaced Indian society, although we will never know with precision the
extent of these adverse repercussions or how to compare them with other,
more positive outcomes. However, there was one physiological result of
Indian and white sexual relations that seems to have been nearly universal.
From the banks of the wide Missouri to the shores of the rolling Pacific
witnesses reported syphilis. This disease probably originated in the
Western Hemisphere before Columbus, but Europeans carried the disease
far and wide to populations that had not previously been exposed. So
rapidly did syphilis spread in the mission region that in 1792 a Spanish
naturalist traveling in California believed the disease was endemic among
the Chumash’4 Twenty years later the friars recorded it as the most
prevalent and destructive disease in the missions.”>

Syphilis and perhaps other sexually transmitted diseases were also
common among the Missouri tribes. Lewis and Clark reported it among
the Mandan.”® The comments of the trader Tabeau suggested that syphilis
was particularly virulent in the Upper Missouri region. “The venereal
disease makes terrible ravages here and, from the moment it attacks a
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man, it makes more progress in eight days than elsewhere in five or six
weeks,” he claimed. The Indians had no cure for this disease but resorted
to shamanistic treatment.”” In the California gold fields syphilis was
particularly loathsome and deadly among the Indians. In 1853 an Indian
Office employee reported that many native women were forced into “open
and disgusting acts of prostitution” from which they contracted syphilis.
In one rancheria alone he saw nine women who were “so far advanced
with this disease that they were unable to walk.”78

Syphilis was much more than a temporary inconvenience for the
infected victims. Sherburne Cook, a physiologist and demographer on the
Berkeley faculty, reported that some infected mission Indians died outright
from the immediate effects of the disease, while others were so enfeebled
that they succumbed to other infectious diseases’ Other scholars also
suggest that syphilis had a dramatic impact on Indian demographic
decline: Syphilitic women tend to miscarry, and fetuses carried to term
may be stillborn; live babies may be born with syphilis and not survive
to adulthood; and untreated, the disease may lead to general debility,
madness, and premature death *° Sexual contact let loose these profoundly
negative biological consequences among western Indians who were
already declining from other causes. The impact of syphilis and other
sexually transmitted diseases needs particular attention. Medical research
on the relationship between syphilis and HIV, or the AIDS virus, reveals
much about the complexity and destructiveness of syphilis in combination
with other diseases that should inform further historical inquiry.3!

The history of Indian and white sexuality provides a sobering view of
events that have too often been celebrated without due regard for the
Indians who paid the price of conquest. Interracial sexuality provided a
way to incorporate strangers in tribal life and created kinship ties with
newcomers, yet it also put women at risk, subverted traditional gender
roles, infected reciprocity with marketplace ethics, aggravated population
decline, and thus weakened tribal society. This grim assessment should be
taken into account as historians integrate Indian history with western
women’s history. Sacagawea may yet prove to be an enduring symbol for
all of those unnamed other Indians who met with strangers in a time of
dramatic upheavals and historic change. For them, crossing the bridge to
the middle ground was fraught with possibilities and perils that ranged
from the familiar comforts of family life to violent death. They sometimes
crossed by force and other times by choice, but all of them went without
assurances.
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