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MORE PHOTOS FROM DOROTHY WOODRUFF’S ALBUMS
Rosamond and Dorothy, “Stranded for a day on the Moffat Road”
For Hermione and Caroline
Miss Underwood (left), Miss Woodruff, and Elkhead students, 1916
One weekend afternoon in the fall of 2008, at the back of a drawer in my old wooden desk at home, I came across a folder I had forgotten. “Dorothy Woodruff Letters, Elkhead 1916–17.” My mother had given me the file when my children were young, and I had put it away, intending to look through it, but life had intervened. I glanced at the first letter. Dated Friday, July 28, 1916, it was written on the stationery of the Hayden Inn. At the top of the sheet was a photograph of a homely three-story concrete-block house with a few spindly saplings out front. The inn advertised itself as “The Only First-Class Hotel in Hayden.” Dorothy wrote: “My dearest family: Can you believe that I am actually far out here in Colorado? ”
She and her close friend, Rosamond Underwood, had grown up together in Auburn, New York. They had just arrived after a five-day journey and were preparing to head into a remote mountain range in the Rockies, to teach school in a settlement called Elkhead. Dorothy’s letter described their stop overnight in Denver, their train ride across the Continental Divide, and their introductions to the locals of Hayden, whom she described as “all agog” over them “and so funny.” One man could barely be restrained “from showing us a bottle of gall stones just removed from his wife!” She closed by saying, “They are all so friendly and kind—and we are thrilled by everything. We start now—four hours drive. Goodbye in haste. . . .”
Dorothy Woodruff was my grandmother. As I began reading the letters, I recognized her voice immediately, even though they were written by a young woman—twenty-nine years old, unmarried, belatedly setting out on her own. An avid correspondent, she captured the personalities of the people she met; the harsh landscape; her trials with a classroom of unruly young boys; and her devotion to Rosamond, known to my brothers and me as “Aunt Ros.” I also was struck by their unusually warm friendship with two men: the young lawyer and rancher who hired them, Farrington Carpenter; and Bob Perry, who was the supervisor of his father’s coal mine. They were eighteen hundred miles away from their families, and from decorous notions about relations between the sexes.
The letters revealed the contradictions of Dorothy’s upbringing. She was a daughter of the Victorian aristocracy. Her forebears, like Rosamond’s, were entrepreneurs and lawyers and bankers who had become wealthy during the Industrial Revolution. In 1906, the young women were sent to Smith, one of the earliest women’s colleges, and afterward, they were indulged for a year with a grand tour of Europe, during which they saw their first “aeroplane,” learned how to blow the foam off a mug of beer, expressed disdain for the paintings of Matisse, and watched Nijinsky dance. Then, like other girls of their background, they were expected to return home to marry, and marry well.
Yet they had grown up surrounded by the descendants of some of the most prominent reformers in American history, including the suffragists who organized the first women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls, fifteen miles west of Auburn; and the man who overturned barbaric penal practices at the Auburn state prison, Sing Sing, and penitentiaries across the country. Auburn was a stop on the Underground Railroad, and some of the families they knew had hidden runaway slaves in their basements. Dorothy’s grandfather lived next door to William Seward, President Lincoln’s secretary of state. One day when she was visiting my family in Weston, Connecticut, she recorded an oral history, speaking with unerring precision about her childhood and about her time in Colorado. Retrieving the transcript of the tape, I was reminded of the breathtaking brevity of America’s past.
I remember Dorothy as white-haired, impeccably attired, and sometimes stern. The second youngest of seven children, she grew up in a big hipped-roof clapboard house staffed by servants. Her bedroom and that of her younger sister, Milly, were in the nursery, reached by the back stairs. Raised largely by their nursemaid, they rarely stepped into the kitchen. When Dorothy’s four children were growing up, she didn’t know how to cook anything except creamed potatoes and hot cocoa. Every night she brushed her hair a hundred strokes with a French boar-bristle brush. She joked to us about her height—four feet eleven and shrinking every year. To reach her high mahogany four-poster bed, inherited from her parents, she had to use a footstool upholstered in needlepoint.
She gave me tips in etiquette: how to file my nails, how to set a formal table, how to avoid acting “common.” When I was a slouching teenager, she showed me how she had been taught to walk across the room with a book balanced on her head. On my eighteenth birthday, she wrote to me: “To be happy it is necessary to be constantly giving to others. I do not mean to give in work alone—but all of your self. That means interest in other people—not only by affection—but by kindness.” She didn’t like the fashions of the 1970s—curtains of hair, tie-dyed T-shirts, and tight bell-bottoms—and once told me haughtily, “I never wore a pair of trousers in my life.”
For all that, she was spirited and funny—not at all the deferential young woman she had been brought up to be. After she and Ros returned from Europe, they attended friends’ weddings, along with traditional luncheons and balls, but six years later, they were still uninterested in the suitors who were interested in them. Chafing at the rigid social routines and not getting anywhere with the ineffectual suffrage work they had taken on, they didn’t hesitate when they heard about two teaching jobs in Colorado. The nine months my grandmother spent there seemed to have shaped her as much as her entire youth in Auburn. She was full of expansive admiration for the hardworking people of Elkhead, and when she faced great personal difficulties of her own, she called to mind the uncomplaining endurance she had witnessed in the settlers and their children.
She and Ros, like other easterners going west, were time travelers, moving back to the frontier. Although they ventured out after the first settlers, and went by train rather than covered wagon, their destination felt more like 1870 than 1916. They took with them progressive ideas about education, technology, and women—and postcards from their travels abroad. The homesteaders—motley transplants from across the country, Europe, and Russia—lived almost twenty miles north of Hayden. Effectively cut off from modern life by poverty and the Rocky Mountains, the pioneers found the two women as exotic as Dorothy and Ros found them.
Although World War I was looming, such a cataclysm was unimaginable to Americans who knew nothing of combat. Dorothy sometimes talked disparagingly about her grandfather’s brother, who had avoided service in the Civil War by paying a substitute to take his place—a common practice among wealthy families in the North. Just weeks before Dorothy and Ros left for Colorado, President Wilson averted war with Mexico. The prevailing spirit among the elites of Auburn, the industrialists of Denver, and the homesteaders of Elkhead was an exhilarating optimism about the future.
These people were swept up in some of the strongest currents of the country’s history: the expulsion of native tribes; the mining of gold, silver, and coal; the building of a network of railroads that linked disparate parts of the country and led to the settlement of the West; the development of rural schools; the entry of immigrants, African-Americans, and women into the workforce and the voting booth; even the origins of modern dance. Their lives were integral to the making of America, yet the communities they built, even their idioms, had all but vanished.
As I got to know the children and grandchildren of the people my grandmother told us about, I began to see her story as more than a curious family history. It was an alternative Western. There were strutting cowboys and eruptions of violence, but the records the residents left behind turned out to be full of their own indelible characters and plot twists. Dozens of descendants in Denver, Steamboat Springs, Hayden, Elkhead, and Oak Creek had kept their family memorabilia from that year. Rebecca Wattles, a rancher in Hayden and the granddaughter of the secretary of the Elkhead school board, showed me the 1920 yearbook of the first five graduates of the school, all of whom had been Ros’s students. They wrote: “It isn’t the easiest thing in the world to buck trail for two or three miles when the trail is drifted and your horse lunges and plunges; nor yet to ski, when the snow is loose and sticky. But, if as we are told, it is these things that develop grit, stick-to-it-ive-ness, and independence—well, the children who have gone to school in Elk Head, ought surely to have a superfluous amount of those qualities.”
One Sunday in early October 2009, my husband and I pulled up to an old white Georgian house on a cul-de-sac in Norwalk, Connecticut. We were greeted at the front door by Peter Cosel, one of Ros’s grandsons. He appeared to be mildly amused by my mission: a search for the letters that Rosamond had written from Elkhead. For a year I had been pestering him about going through the boxes he had in storage there. Peter called his brother Rob, also a lawyer, who arrived just as we finished a cursory examination of the attic treasures, including a trunk filled with papers dating back to the 1850s from a branch of the Underwood family that had settled in Chicago.
I sat on the floor in front of a sagging box, blackened on the bottom from mildew and eaten away in spots by a squirrel, and began to unpack it, setting aside a stack of five-year diaries—fastidious chronicles by Ros’s mother of her family’s daily life in Auburn. Peter absently combed through some business documents of his great-grandfather’s, a man named Sam Perry, who—I soon learned—was one of Denver’s “empire builders,” a financier of the railroad that Dorothy and Ros rode over the Continental Divide. Rob sat on the edge of the bed and talked about childhood visits to their grandmother’s rustic summer cabin in the hills of Strawberry Park outside Steamboat Springs. Then my husband handed me a two-page typewritten letter. In the upper-right corner, it said, “Saturday Night. Aug. 6.” I looked at the closing: “Dotty and I can hardly believe that this school is really ours to command! . . . Lovingly ROSAMOND.”
Ros’s entire correspondence was there, each letter typed, folded, and numbered by her mother. The letters had been written to her parents, who, like Dorothy’s, had left them for her children and grandchildren. Unwinding the string of a thick legal envelope, I looked inside. It contained dozens of articles and letters from October 1916. They confirmed the most improbable of all the tales my grandmother had told us, about the violent kidnapping of one of their friends. Sensational headlines were spread across the front pages from Denver to Los Angeles: HOW THE MILLIONAIRE’S SON WAS KIDNAPPED AND HELD FOR RANSOM; EXTRA! KIDNAPPER IS SLAIN.
All of these papers and recollections, with their idiosyncratic details about the “settling up” of northwestern Colorado, provided a backstory to America’s leap into the twentieth century. And they filled out the saga about two cosseted women from New York who shunned convention to head out to what was still, in many ways, the Wild West.
Dorothy in 1899, age twelve
OVERLAND JOURNEY
Hayden, c. 1913
JULY 27, 1916
A passenger train pulled into the Hayden depot at 10:45 P.M. with a piercing squeal of brakes, a long whistle, and the banging of steel shoes against couplers. The ground shook as the train settled on the tracks, releasing black plumes from the smokestack and foggy white steam from the side pipes. The Denver, Northwestern & Pacific Railway, popularly known as the Moffat Road, had reached Hayden just three years earlier. Until then, Colorado’s Western Slope was accessible only by stagecoach, wagon, horseback, and foot. Despite the hulking locomotive, the train didn’t look quite up to the twelve-hour journey it had just made over some of the most treacherous passes and peaks of the Rocky Mountains. It consisted of four cars with an observation deck attached at the end. Inside the parlor car, several passengers remained. Hayden was the second-to-last stop on the line.
Dorothy Woodruff and Rosamond Underwood, seasoned travelers in Europe but new to the American West, peered out the window into a disconcerting darkness, unsure whether it was safe to step outside. Then the door of the compartment opened, and a friendly voice called out, “Are you Miss Woodruff and Miss Underwood?” The voice belonged to their employer, Farrington Carpenter. Just a few weeks earlier, he had hired them to teach for the year at a new schoolhouse in the Elkhead Mountains, north of town. His letters, written from his law office in Hayden, were full of odd, colorful descriptions of Elkhead and the children—about thirty students, from poor homesteading families, ranging in age from six to nineteen. Carpenter had assured them it was not a typical one-room schoolhouse. It had electric lights, and the big room was divided by a folding wooden partition, so that each of them could have her own classroom. The basement contained a furnace, a gymnasium, and a domestic science room. Notwithstanding its remote location, he boasted, it was the most modern school in all of Routt County—an area of two thousand square miles.
Ros observed with surprise that “Mr. Carpenter” was a “tall, gangly youth.” He wore workaday trousers, an old shawl sweater, and scuffed shoes. She subsequently discovered that he had graduated from Princeton in 1909, the same year she and Dorothy had from Smith. But when they were traveling around Europe and studying French in Paris, he was homesteading in Elkhead. In 1912 he had earned a law degree at Harvard. He retrieved their suitcases from the luggage rack and helped them down the steep steps, explaining that the electricity in Hayden, a recent amenity, had been turned off at ten P.M., as it was every night.
The baggage man heaved their trunks onto the platform, and Carpenter assessed the cargo. Dorothy and Ros had been punctilious in their preparations for the journey, packing suitcases full of books and the two “innovation trunks,” which stood up when opened and served as makeshift closets, holding dresses and skirts on one side and bureau drawers on the other. Although they had consulted several knowledgeable people about the proper supplies and clothing, their parents kept urging them to take more provisions. Ros later commented that they were treated as if they were going to the farthest reaches of Africa. Their trunks were almost the size of the boxcar in front of them, which, the women could now make out, was the extent of the depot. Carpenter told them that a wagon would come by the next morning to retrieve the trunks. As he picked up their bulging suitcases and set off, Dorothy suggested sheepishly that he leave them with the trunks. He replied, “Well, no one would get far with them!”
Dorothy and Ros liked him immediately. He staggered down the wooden sidewalk along Poplar Street to the Hayden Inn, followed closely by the ladies. Ros wrote to her parents the next morning, “Why he didn’t pull his arms out of their sockets before reaching here, I don’t know.” There was no reception desk at the Hayden Inn, and no proprietor. Putting down the suitcases inside the cramped entryway, Carpenter turned up a kerosene lamp on the hall table and promised to meet them at breakfast. They found a note by the lamp: “Schoolteachers, go upstairs and see if anyone is in Room 2. If they are, go to Room 3, and if 3 is filled, go to Room 4.” When Dorothy cracked open the door to Room 2, she could see that it was occupied, so they crept along the hall to the back of the house and found that the next room—“the bridal suite”—was empty. “We went to bed,” Ros said, “glad to be there after that long trip.”
—————————
They had said goodbye to their parents at New York Central Station in Auburn five days earlier. Auburn, a city of about thirty thousand people in the Finger Lakes district, was one of the wealthiest in the state. Ros’s father, George Underwood, was a county judge, and Dorothy’s, John Hermon Woodruff, owned Auburn Button Works, which made pearl and shellac buttons, butt plates for rifles, and later, 78-rpm records. The Button Works and the Logan silk mills, jointly owned by Dorothy’s father and a maternal uncle, were housed in a factory about a mile north of the Woodruffs’ house. They were two of the town’s early “manufactories.” Others produced rope, carpets, clothes-wringers, farm machinery, and shoes. Auburn’s main arteries, Genesee and South streets, which formed a crooked T, were more like boulevards in the residential neighborhoods, lined with slate sidewalks and stately homes. Majestic old elms arched across and met in the middle. The ties within families and among friends were strong, and the local aristocracy perpetuated itself through marriage. Men returned from New York City after making money in banking or railroads; opened law practices and businesses in town; or worked with their brothers and fathers, cousins and uncles. Some never left home at all. Sons and daughters inherited their elders’ names and their fortunes. Most women married young and began building their own families. One chronicler observed, “Prick South Street at one end, and it bleeds at the other.”
Dorothy, less composed and orderly than Rosamond, had arrived at the station only moments before the train left for Chicago, and as she climbed aboard, she could almost hear her mother saying “I told you so” about the importance of starting in plenty of time. Her last glimpse of her parents was of her father’s reassuring smile. He and Ros’s mother championed their adventure. Her mother and Ros’s father, though, were convinced their daughters would be devoured by wild animals or attacked by Indians. When Ros showed her father one of Carpenter’s letters, he turned away and put up his hand, saying, “I don’t want to read it.”
The girls prevailed, as they invariably did, when their parents saw they were determined to go through with their plans. As Mrs. Underwood put it, “They were fully competent to decide this question.” Although intent on their mission, they had bouts of overwhelming nervousness about what they had taken on. During the ride to Chicago, they took notes from the books on teaching that Dorothy had borrowed from a teacher in the Auburn schools. They also reread the letter they had received the previous week from Carpenter:
My dear Miss Woodruff and Miss Underwood,
I was out to the new school house yesterday getting a line on how many pupils there would be, what supplies and repairs we would need etc. . . . I have not heard from you in regard to saddle ponies, but expect you will want them and am looking for some for you. . . .
I expect you are pretty busy getting ready to pull out. If you have a 22 you had better bring it out as there are lots of young sage chicken to be found in that country and August is the open season on them.
With best regards to you both I am very truly
Farrington Carpenter
They were met at the Chicago station by J. Platt Underwood, an uncle of Ros’s, who was, Dorothy observed, “clad in a lovely linen suit.” A wealthy timber merchant, he did much of his business in the West, and when they told him that Carpenter had advised them to bring along a rifle, he agreed it was a good idea. The next morning he took them from his house on Lake Park Avenue into the city to buy a .22 and a thousand rounds of shot. It was already 90 degrees downtown and exceedingly humid. Dorothy wrote to her mother that everyone laughed when she tried to pick up the rifle. “I could hardly lift the thing. . . . Imagine what I’ll be in Elkhead!” She had better luck at Marshall Field’s, where she found a lovely coat: “mixed goods—very smart lines & very warm for $30.00.” She and Ros bought heavy breeches at the sport store and got some good leather riding boots that laced up the front.
The oppressive heat wave followed them as they left Chicago, and it got worse across the Great Plains, clinging to their skin along with the dust. Although transportation and safety had improved since the opening of the West, and there were settlements and farms along the railway, the scenery, if anything, was starker than ever. When they were several hundred miles from Denver, there were few signs of life. The riverbeds were cracked open, and there was no long, lush prairie grass or even much sagebrush, just furze and rush and yucca. The few trees along the occasional creeks and “dry rivers” were stunted. The Cheyenne and Arapaho and the awkward, hunchbacked herds of buffalo that had filled the landscape for miles at a stretch were gone. From the train window, Dorothy and Ros caught only an occasional glimpse of jackrabbits.
They had not been aware of the gradual rise in terrain, but they were light-headed as they stepped into the Brown Palace Hotel in Denver. Ros was tall, slender, and strikingly pretty, with a gentle disposition and a poised, steady gaze—“the belle of Auburn,” as Dorothy proudly described her. Dorothy’s own round, cheerful face was animated by bright blue eyes and a strong nose and chin. People tended to notice her exuberant nature more than her small stature. Under their straw hats, their hair had flattened and was coming unpinned.
Half a dozen well-dressed gentlemen sat in the lobby on tufted silk chairs, reading newspapers or talking; women were relaxing in the ladies’ tearoom. A haberdashery and a barbershop flanked the Grand Staircase, and across the room was a massive pillared fireplace made of the same golden onyx as the walls. The main dining room, with gold-lacquered chairs and eight-foot potted palms, was set for dinner. As they approached the reception desk, they saw that the atrium soared above the Florentine arches of the second story. Each of the next six floors was wrapped in an ornate cast-iron balcony, winding up to a stained-glass ceiling. The filtered light it provided, along with the high wall sconces, was pleasantly dim, and it was relatively cool inside.
Ros signed the register for both of them—Miss D. Woodruff and Miss R. Underwood—in neat, girlish handwriting, with none of the sweeping flourishes of the male guests who had preceded them from Kansas City, Philadelphia, Carthage, and Cleveland. On a day when they would have welcomed a strong rain, they were courteously asked whether they preferred the morning or afternoon sun. A bellman showed them to Room 518, with a southeastern exposure and bay windows overlooking the Metropole Hotel and the Broadway Theatre. They were delighted to see that they also had a private bathroom with hot and cold running water. Each of them took a blissful bath, and despite Dorothy’s assurances to her mother after her purchases at Field’s (“Nothing more for nine months!”), they went straight to Sixteenth Street to shop. They had no trouble finding one of the city’s best department stores, Daniels & Fisher. Modeled after the Campanile at the Piazza San Marco, it rose in stately grandeur high above the rest of downtown.
Denver was up-to-date and sophisticated. Its public buildings and best homes were well designed, on a grand, sometimes boastful scale. The beaux arts Capitol—approached by paved sidewalks and a green park—had a glittering gold-leaf dome. There was a financial district on Seventeenth Street known as “the Wall Street of the West”; a YMCA; a Coca-Cola billboard; electric streetcars; and thousands of shade trees. Under the beautification plan of Mayor Robert Speer, the city had imported oaks, maples, Dutch elms, and hackberries, which were irrigated with a twenty-four-mile ditch carrying water from the streams and rivers of the Rockies. The desert had been transformed into an urban oasis.
—————————
Dorothy and Ros had heard about the Pike’s Peak gold rush of 1859, and they could see how quickly the city had grown up, but beyond that, their knowledge of early Western history was hazy. It was hard to imagine that not even sixty years earlier, Denver City, as it was then called, was a mining camp with more livestock than people. Still part of Kansas Territory, it consisted of a few hundred tents, log cabins, Indian lodges, and shops huddled on the east bank of Cherry Creek by the South Platte River. The cottonwoods along the creek were chopped down for buildings and fuel. Pigs wandered freely in search of garbage. Earthen roofs dripped mud onto the inhabitants when it rained, and they frequently collapsed. The only hotel was a forty-by-two-hundred-foot log cabin. It had no beds and was topped with canvas.
The more visionary newcomers looked past the squalor. One of them was twenty-eight-year-old William Byers, who started the Rocky Mountain News. In his first day’s edition of the paper, he declared: “We make our debut in the far west, where the snowy mountains look down upon us in the hottest summer day as well as in the winters cold here where a few months ago the wild beasts and wilder Indians held undisturbed possession—where now surges the advancing wave of Anglo Saxon enterprise and civilization, where soon we fondly hope will be erected a great and powerful state.” Already Byers was Colorado’s most strident advocate, and he became part of the business and political class that made sure his predictions came true. Thousands of prospectors, stirred by exaggerated tales about gold discoveries, imagined the region as “the new El Dorado.”
Few valuable minerals were found at Pike’s Peak until long after the gold rush had ended. Nevertheless, in the winter and spring of 1859, the first significant placer deposits were found, in the mountains at Clear Creek, thirty-five miles west of Denver; they were soon followed by finds at Central City, Black Hawk, and Russell Gulch. By the end of the year, a hundred thousand prospectors had arrived.
Denver City became an indispensable rest and supply stop for gold diggers on their way to and from the Rockies, as it was for trail drivers and lumbermen. Wagon trains from Missouri and Kansas came to town filled with everything from picks and wheel rims to dry goods, whiskey, coffee, and bacon. Gold dust was the local currency, carried in buckskin pouches and measured on merchants’ scales. There was enough of it to start a building boom in everything from gambling halls to drugstores.
With the accumulation of creature comforts in Denver, some speculators were confident that they could domesticate the mountains, too, with dozens of towns and resorts. In the meantime, men returned with stories of suffering and gruesome deaths in the wilderness. In June 1859 a forest fire swept through the dry pines on gusty winds, killing over a dozen people. Horace Greeley, the editor of the New York Tribune, had recently stopped in Denver during his famous “Overland Journey,” and he made some harsh but titillating assessments of what he had found. “Within this last week,” he reported on June 20, “we have tidings of one young gold seeker committing suicide, in a fit of insanity, at the foot of the mountains; two more found in a ravine, long dead and partially devoured by wolves.” A month earlier, a man from Illinois, Daniel Blue, had stumbled into Station 25 of the Leavenworth & Pike’s Peak Express, skeletal and nearly blind. He said that he and his brothers and the others in their party had lost their way along the Smoky Hill Route, and their packhorse had wandered off. In mid-March, they had used up their remaining ammunition and food, subsisting for a week on grass, boiled roots, and snow. When one of the group died of starvation, the Blue brothers resorted to cannibalism.
One entrepreneur with grandiose ideas about Colorado’s future was Henry C. Brown, a tenacious carpenter who opened a workshop by Cherry Creek and eventually owned and ran the Denver Tribune and, with a partner, the Bank of Denver. In 1867, when Denver’s power brokers were competing with their counterparts in Golden to be the capital of Colorado Territory, Brown settled the issue by donating ten acres of his 160-acre homestead to the city. He stipulated that the capitol be built on the highest point, envisaging the neighborhood as both the city’s commercial center and its finest residential district. The Civil War was over, and influential Coloradans, many from northern states, were firm Republicans. Brown gave the new streets resonant pedigrees: Broadway was surrounded by Lincoln, Sherman, Grant, and Logan.
When Brown was ready to build a luxury hotel, he hired Frank Edbrooke, a young architect from Chicago who had designed Denver’s spectacular Grand Opera House and one of its earliest office buildings, which was fronted with plate-glass windows. Edbrooke planned the hotel to fit a large triangular plot that Brown had used as his cow pasture. The project took four years and cost $2 million, including the furnishings and fittings. The Brown Palace opened in 1892, sixteen years after Colorado became the thirty-eighth state.
—————————
By the time Dorothy and Rosamond arrived, the hotel presided over Denver’s business and theater districts. The Union Pacific Railroad delivered passengers to Union Station at the northwest end of Seventeenth Street, near the original site of Denver City; and automobiles—along with trolleys and bicycles—were replacing horses along Broadway. The new “machines” were unreliable and noisy but left behind none of the bacteria, odors, and mess of manure. Colorado, with its high altitude and dry air, was the Baden-Baden of the United States. Hospitals in Denver specialized in the treatment of tuberculosis, and spas had been built in mountain towns known for their mineral waters. Thanks to the boosterism of the Rocky Mountain News and other newspapers, the aggressive advertising campaigns of the railroads, and stories of medicinal miracles in Colorado Springs, Manitou, Steamboat Springs, and Hot Sulphur Springs (a town owned by William Byers), tourism had replaced gold as the state’s biggest lure.
The two women from the East were surprised to find themselves gazing at the white peaks and blue skies of the Rockies through a heavy haze that was just as bad as the air in Auburn. The pollution was less noticeable in the summer, when coal wasn’t needed for heat, but coal fired the electrical generator of the Brown Palace and other businesses, and half a dozen smelters ran year-round, processing mountain ore into gold and silver and emitting their own noxious odors. As in other industrial cities, plumes of gray-black smoke rose throughout downtown; the Brown Palace already had been sandblasted to remove a dark residue that had settled on its facade. The Denver Tramway Company provided service to the “streetcar suburbs.” Businessmen who wanted to escape the grit and crowds at the end of the day moved their families south, east, and west of the city, away from the prevailing north winds.
Rosamond and Dorothy had dinner that evening with Palmer Sabin, the son-in-law of Platt Underwood, and his family. The Sabins must have been charmed by their visitors’ gumption and social graces. They were worried, though, about how well the two women would manage in Elkhead. The Western Slope lagged decades behind the Front Range of the Rockies. Although the region had fertile valleys and mineral deposits that exceeded those on the eastern side, an 1880 tourists’ guide called it “an unknown land.” Denver society referred to it as “the wild country.” The mountains where they would be living were far from Hayden and the railroad. Elkhead was not a town; it barely qualified as a settlement. It had several dozen scattered residents, no shops or amenities of any kind, and a brutally punishing climate.
Farrington Carpenter had arranged for them to stay with a family of homesteaders. He wrote to them, “I dropped down onto Calf Creek and took dinner with the Harrisons about 2 miles from the school and Mrs. Harrison said she would take you to board if I would explain in advance that they do not run a regular boarding place, but are just plain ranch folks. They have a new house and can give you a room together for yourselves. . . . They will charge you $20 per month apiece for board and room. You will be expected to take care of your own room and that price does not include washing. . . .” Palmer’s mother, Rosamond said, “was very discouraging about our adventure.” She told them, “No Denver girls would go up there in that place. It will be terribly hard.”
Friends at home believed they were wasting yet another year. Unlikely to find worthy suitors among the cowboys and merchants of Routt County, they were apparently dooming themselves to be old maids. Dorothy and Ros, however, were more bothered by the idea of settling into a staid life of marriage and motherhood without having contributed anything to people who could benefit from the few talents and experiences they had to offer. The notion of a hard life—for a limited time—was exactly what they had in mind.
“We were nothing daunted,” Ros recalled, “and spent the night in grandeur at the Brown Palace Hotel . . . the hottest night I ever spent in my life.”
THE GIRLS FROM AUBURN
Dorothy (front) and Rosamond on Owasco Lake
Dorothy and Ros met in Miss Bruin’s kindergarten in 1892. The school, started ten years earlier, was one of the first kindergartens in the United States. Miss Bruin was kind to the children, but they shrank from her hugs and kisses because, Dorothy said, “her face bristled with stiff hairs.” Dorothy briefly attended a public school on Genesee Street, but when her parents heard about the outside toilets and the unsanitary water pail with a tin cup fastened to it with a chain, they moved her to a private school that Rosamond was attending. Happy to be with Ros again, she didn’t mind her solitary mile-and-a-half walk through the village, but her trips home from the primary school on North Street unnerved her. She had to pass through the business district, which was lined with saloons. They had old-style swing doors and smelled strongly of stale beer. Occasionally in the afternoon, she and her friends saw men stumbling out onto the street, and they would run down the block as fast as they could.
Dorothy had six siblings. Anna, the oldest, was followed by Carl, Hermione, Carrie-Belle, Douglas, Dorothy, and Milly. Their mother, Carrie, Dorothy later said, didn’t really understand how babies were conceived. Consumed by her many domestic and philanthropic duties, she had little time for the fancies of young children. “I used to beg my mother to tell me stories about what life was like when she was a little girl and how she lived and what Auburn was like,” Dorothy said. “But she never seemed able to do it.” She revered her mother, and worried about how frequently she displeased her. One spring day, Dorothy was walking by her older cousin’s house on South Street, and noticed the garden was full of blooming hyacinths. “I thought they were perfectly beautiful, and how much my mother would like them,” she said. “So I walked up and picked every one, took them home, and proudly gave them to Mother. She was absolutely horrified.” Carrie insisted that Dorothy go back and apologize to her cousin. In July 1897, when she was ten years old, her parents went off on an extended holiday, and she and her siblings were left with their nursemaid, Mamie. She wrote a winsome note: “My dear Mama . . . I can’t imagine that a week from today you will be away out at sea. I do hope that you won’t be seasick and that Papa won’t have any occasion to put an umbrella over him. . . . I promise to try my best to mind Mamie, so that when you come back you will find me improved. With millions of love, Dorothy.”
Carrie, the image of Victorian rectitude in ornate, high-necked dresses, closely watched the household budget, though immigrant labor was cheap. The staff included several maids, a cook, and a gardener. Carrie lived to be ninety-three, one of her daughters-in-law wrote, “in spite of the vicissitudes of a big family.” And she never cooked a meal in her life. “Her theory was that if she didn’t know how, someone could always be found to do it for her.”
Dorothy’s father, a commanding figure with a receding hairline and a bushy walrus mustache, was known in Auburn for his quick wit and his generosity. On his birthday every year, all of the guests would find twenty-dollar gold coins in their napkins. Dorothy looked forward to the formal family dinner each night, seeing it as an opportunity to spend uninterrupted time with her parents and her older brothers and sisters. She particularly liked sitting next to her handsome brother Carl, despite his occasional offhand cruelty. One evening she showed him her new pair of white button boots, and when he teased her about her baby fat, she burst into loud sobs and was sent to her room. There was no discussion about who was to blame. Mrs. Woodruff was a strict disciplinarian, and the children were forbidden to interrupt or ask questions at the table. Nevertheless, Dorothy, the product of a pre-psychoanalytic culture, looked back on her childhood in almost idyllic terms. She said of her father, “We just swallowed everything he said and thought it was perfect.”
She spent much of her time with her maternal grandmother, Anna Porter Beardsley, a short, erect woman with a strong but embracing personality. Anna had four colonial governors in her lineage, and Dorothy was expected to know their histories. That branch of the Beardsleys lived in a rambling clapboard Greek Revival house, with extensive formal gardens and a level expanse of lawn on which the family gathered to play croquet. The grounds were kept by a gardener who had a square-trimmed beard, a strong Irish brogue, and always kept a clay pipe in his mouth.
On cool days, Dorothy often found her grandmother reading on her bedroom sofa, a wood fire burning in the fireplace. The room contained a bed, a bureau, and a dressing table, painted a pale green, that Dorothy’s grandparents had bought soon after they were married. She was told that the furniture had been made by Italian inmates at the Auburn state prison on the other side of town, and she noticed that they had decorated it in delicate brushstrokes with butterflies, trees, and flowers. In the summer, the gardener lined up tomatoes and peaches to ripen on the railing of a porch off the dressing room.
The drawing room, with a white marble fireplace and tall windows covered by embroidered French white curtains, was used only for formal occasions, such as funerals and the Beardsleys’ holiday dinners. “The Beardsley family and its connections by marriage had grown so large,” according to one account of early Auburn, “that when the family Christmas dinner was eventually reduced to twenty-five, it seemed to some of the members so small [as] to be hardly worth having.”
Dorothy’s mother and father were married in the Beardsley mansion in 1872 near a wooden full-length mirror set on a low marble stand. Her father told her that the only thing he remembered about the wedding was looking into the mirror and seeing the shine on his boots—“not very romantic to my young ears.” To Dorothy, the dining room was memorable chiefly for the heating register in the floor, where she and her sisters liked to stand and feel the warm air billow their skirts around their legs. Her grandfather had his own use for the heating vent: a servant warmed his pie on it before it was served to him.
Alonzo Beardsley had an aquiline nose, very blue eyes, a bald pink head with a fringe of white hair, and a trailing white beard on which he was apt to spill food. He and his brother Nelson were among the richest men in Auburn. In 1848, along with several colleagues, they had invested in a cornstarch factory nearby. The many uses for cornstarch—from stiffening shirt collars to thickening blancmange—were just being discovered, and in the decades after the Civil War, the Oswego Starch Factory became the most extensive factory of its kind in the world. Each year it burned six thousand tons of coal and used 701,000 pounds of paper and five million board feet of lumber. After dinner, Alonzo retired to his library, which had a floor-to-ceiling mahogany bookcase with glass panes in the door. The only books Dorothy ever took out were James Fenimore Cooper’s novels, and she read them all.
She was happiest when she was with Rosamond. The Underwoods’ good spirits were contagious, and Ros, who had three brothers but no sisters, cherished her companionship. Ros’s mother, Grace, was almost completely deaf—the result of an attack of scarlet fever when she was thirty. No one took much notice of her handicap, despite the ear trumpet she sometimes used. “Mrs. Underwood was a remarkable mother,” Dorothy said with unintended poignancy, “because she was so understanding of children and used to play games with us.” Mr. Underwood called her “Dotty with the laughing eyes.”
Judge Underwood had a keen sense of humor and was a gifted musician who had taught himself to read music and play the piano. At family gatherings, he produced jingles and poems he had written, and Rosamond loved the evenings “when Papa sat alone at the beautiful Steinway piano, sometimes for hours, roaming over the keyboard. He could pass from jazz to grand opera, from hymns to Gilbert and Sullivan’s productions, singing the latter with his good voice.” Dorothy remembered that one night, after the judge and Ros and her brothers returned from a musical at the Burtis Opera House, he sat down and played the entire score by heart.
—————————
As Dorothy grew up, she absorbed the city’s spirit of entrepreneurship and noblesse oblige, along with some of the radical thinking about the rights of blacks and women and the working class that had infiltrated an otherwise conservative stronghold. The children of Auburn’s gentry learned most of their American history through stories their parents and grandparents told about the city’s prominent citizens. William H. Seward had moved to Auburn as a young man and married the daughter of the judge he had worked for before starting his own law practice. Dorothy’s great-uncle Nelson Beardsley later became a partner of Seward’s at Seward & Beardsley. One of her aunts, Mary Woodruff, was a good friend of Seward’s daughter Fanny.
Seward, the foremost of the Auburn radicals, was short and clean-shaven, with red hair, a raspy voice, and a sharp, swooping nose that prompted Henry Adams to refer to him as “a wise macaw.” In 1846, after serving two terms as governor, Seward represented a twenty-three-year-old black man named William Freeman who was charged with stabbing to death a white family of four in nearby Fleming. The victims were a pregnant woman, her husband, her son, and her mother. People in Auburn were stunned by the crime and warned that whoever defended Freeman could expect retribution. As Freeman was escorted to jail, he was almost lynched by a mob.
Seward’s wife, Frances, was passionately interested in abolition, women’s rights, and her husband’s work, and she helped him with his research. Freeman’s family had a history of mental illness, but the Sewards believed that he became deranged after repeated beatings in the Auburn prison, where he was held for five years for horse stealing, a crime he almost certainly did not commit.
During the trial, Seward made an early use of the insanity defense. His library on South Street, which today is filled with the pleasant smell of moldering leather bindings, contains a dense volume published in 1845 called Principles of Forensic Medicine. One of the passages that Frances marked in the margins with two heavy lines in black ink was “Non compos mentis is one of four sorts.” In Seward’s summation to the jury, he argued: “I am the lawyer for society, for mankind, shocked beyond the power of expression, at the scene I have witnessed here of trying a maniac as a malefactor.”
Although he lost the case, he appealed to the New York Supreme Court, which reversed the conviction. Freeman died in prison before a second trial could take place. Seward was out of town, and Frances wrote to him with the news: “Poor Bill is gone at last—he died alone in his cell was found dead this morning. . . . I am glad the suffering of the poor benighted creature is terminated. . . . The good people of Auburn can now rest quietly in their beds ‘the murderer’ has no longer the power to disturb them.”
Seward had earned a national reputation as a man of unimpeachable integrity. Three years later, he began the first of two terms in the U.S. Senate, and after contending unsuccessfully against Lincoln in the 1860 presidential contest, he became the secretary of state. Lincoln liked to call him “Governor,” but when Seward returned from Washington, his once disapproving neighbors referred to him respectfully as “the Secretary.”
The Sewards provided financial backing for the abolitionist newspaper North Star, published out of Rochester by their friend Frederick Douglass. In the 1850s—along with half a dozen or so other Auburn families—they harbored fugitive slaves in their basement. Through their work with the Underground Railroad, they became close to Harriet Tubman, and after the Civil War, they convinced her to settle in Auburn, selling her a wooden house and seven acres a few miles down South Street for her and her relatives. She also looked out for other African-Americans in town, opening the first home in the country for indigent and elderly blacks. When Dorothy and Ros were small, the elderly Tubman rode a bicycle up and down South Street, stopping to ask for food donations. If she had specific needs, she sat on the back porch and waited for the lady of the house, with whom she would chat and ask for bedding or clothing for her residents. One of Ros’s nieces said, “Mother had coffee with Harriet and would always leave a ham or turkey for her for the holiday.”
—————————
The Woodruff fortune rose and fell according to the demand for buttons, so Dorothy’s family did not have all of the luxuries the wealthiest families had, such as a summer cottage on Owasco Lake. But Ros’s parents did, and Dorothy spent most summers with them. One of the Finger Lakes, Owasco was a few miles south of Auburn. About eleven miles long and three-quarters of a mile wide, it was surrounded by lush and hilly farmland that dropped sharply to a wooded shore. In the summer months, the women and children of Auburn society took advantage of the fresh air and clean water, and the men commuted to Auburn by steamboat or train. People came all the way from New York City to escape the “vapors” and epidemics. The lake also was a popular spot for entertaining U.S. presidents and other dignitaries. In the mid-1800s, there were legendary parties at Willowbrook, the family compound of Enos Throop, New York’s tenth governor. Presidents Johnson and Grant and General Custer were among the guests, stopping for a banquet in their honor during Johnson’s “Swing Around the Circle” tour in 1866, an unsuccessful effort to boost support for his Reconstruction policies.
Ros’s father taught the children to swim, row, and sail. When the girls swam, they wore the heavy bathing costumes of the day: short-sleeved wool dresses to their knees, over drawers and black stockings, and bathing slippers—all topped with oversize caps to protect their hair. The picturesque “Lady of the Lake” steamboat made two round trips a day, delivering groceries, mail, and guests to the cottages. Residents hoisted flags on their docks when they wanted the boat to stop, and, Dorothy said, “No ocean voyage was more thrilling than those trips on our little twelve-mile-long lake.”
One summer Dorothy’s extended family rented Willow Point, a spacious two-story shingle house owned by a particularly esteemed Auburn couple, David Osborne and his wife, Eliza. The tracks of the Lehigh Valley Railroad ran behind the houses on the lake, and Dorothy remembered that when the freight trains went by, transporting anthracite coal from Pennsylvania to Ontario, they rattled the house.
David Osborne, a friend of the Woodruffs, Underwoods, and Beardsleys, was one of the city’s most influential entrepreneurs. His business, D. M. Osborne & Company, sold harvesters, mowers, and other farm equipment. Its phalanxes of factory buildings along Genesee Street had thirty-five hundred employees, and by the turn of the century, it had become the third largest enterprise of its kind in the country.
Eliza Osborne was one of the most prominent suffragists in Cayuga County. Her mother was Martha C. Wright, whom an Auburn neighbor referred to as “a very dangerous woman.” Martha Wright organized the 1848 Seneca Falls Convention for women’s rights, along with Eliza’s aunt Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. Eliza was a tall, regal woman whose glorious black eyes, according to Stanton, were brimming with “power and pathos.” Ros’s mother considered her a close friend, even though Eliza was a generation older. Eliza’s father, David Wright, worked with Seward on the defense of William Freeman, and the Wrights, too, hid runaway slaves. Beginning in the 1860s, Eliza Osborne hosted her own meetings with Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and other feminist leaders at her home on South Street.
When Dorothy was seven years old, Eliza bought her grandfather Woodruff’s former property next to the Seward House. For two decades Eliza was the president and principal financial patron of the local chapter of the Woman’s Educational and Industrial Union, a group devoted to the moral and social welfare of local working girls. She greatly expanded the house, turning it into the Osborne Memorial Building, an august four-story structure of red brick, for the growing activities of the Woman’s Union. It contained a dressmaking classroom, a cooking school, a gymnasium, and a day nursery. Before long, a “swimming tank” was added in a new wing. Many of Auburn’s socially prominent women donated money and time to Eliza’s undertaking. Eventually, Dorothy and Ros were among them.
Eliza doted on her son Thomas Mott Osborne, who inherited his elders’ commitment to political reform and social justice. In middle age, he befriended and advised young Franklin D. Roosevelt. In 1911, when FDR was a twenty-nine-year-old state senator, they worked together to fight the corruption of Tammany Hall. They were also active supporters of Woodrow Wilson’s 1912 presidential campaign, lobbying behind the scenes at the Democratic convention in Baltimore; Wilson secured the nomination on the forty-sixth ballot. Osborne was gratified when the new administration appointed Roosevelt assistant secretary of the navy, but he abandoned politics in disgust after many federal appointments went to Tammany Hall and its sympathizers. Instead, Osborne convinced the governor of New York to appoint him chairman of a long overdue state commission on prison reform.
The young ladies of Auburn were mostly protected from the uglier outgrowths of the industrial age, but the state prison, a vast complex on State Street across from the train station, was unavoidable. Auburn’s rapid growth from a quiet village on the edge of the American frontier into a major industrial center would not have been possible without it. Two octagonal stone towers framed the main gate, and the high, long walls enclosed a grim collection of cell blocks, workshops, and the administration building, heavily hung with untended ivy.
The prison opened in the early 1800s, and four years later, inmates began providing cheap contract labor—an attraction for fledgling industries. Convicts made steam engines, sleighs, shoes, nails, furniture, and other products. Factories quickly sprang up nearby, along the Owasco Outlet, an excellent source of hydraulic power. Auburn’s officials promised an innovative approach to rehabilitation, and their methods, known as “the Auburn system,” were admired throughout the country and Europe. So was the prison’s intimidating architecture, which became the model for most U.S. penitentiaries.
The Auburn system was designed to instill good behavior through confinement in individual cells, strict discipline, and work at various trades. Silence was maintained at all times. The inmates marched in striped uniforms to workshops in the Auburn-invented “lockstep.” Anyone who broke the rule of silence was flogged with the “cat”—a cat-o’-nine tails, with lashes eighteen inches long, made out of waxed shoe thread, which were said to “cut the flesh like ‘whips of steel.’” Eventually, the cat was replaced with a three-foot wooden paddle covered with leather. Others were subjected to the “shower bath”: stripped, bound, and placed inside a barrel. A wooden collar was fastened around their necks to immobilize their heads as a spigot dispensed ice-cold water. The shower bath was discontinued in 1858 after a prisoner drowned during treatment.
Thomas Mott Osborne often hosted elaborately costumed theatricals at his home, and he had a gift for impersonation. In 1913, a few months after taking the job as prison reform commissioner, he posed for a week as Tom Brown, Inmate #33,333X. When he got out, he and a former prisoner founded the Mutual Welfare League, devising a form of limited self-government in the prison and helping to prepare inmates for life outside. Osborne’s work put an end to the rule of silence and secured prisoners the right to go out into the yard for an hour each evening. He wrote a book about the experience, Within Prison Walls, and his exploit as an inmate and his reforms were recounted in papers around the world.
—————————
Dorothy never fully reconciled the two Auburns. She told her grandchildren about a horrifying early memory: the execution of William McKinley’s assassin, Leon Czolgosz, who in 1901 was put to death in the prison, in the world’s first electric chair. She was fourteen years old at the time, and some eighty years later, she said she had been upset to hear that there would be no funeral for him; he was to be buried in Fort Hill Cemetery in a far corner in an unmarked grave.
Fort Hill Cemetery, set on eighty-three verdant acres, played a vivid role in her imagination. Fort Street was only one block long, and the Woodruffs lived by the cemetery’s entrance. In the sixteenth century, Fort Hill—the highest spot in the vicinity—was a fortified area in a Cayuga Indian village. Dorothy’s grandmother Anna had her own story of back-door visitors when she was a child in Auburn: hungry Indians who occasionally appeared outside the kitchen asking for food. The road was steep and winding as it entered the cemetery, and during Auburn’s heavy snows, Dorothy and her siblings went sledding there. On weekends in warmer weather, Dorothy and Milly explored the cemetery. Mamie packed their lunches in shoe boxes, which they supplemented in the fall with ripe beechnuts that dropped from the trees. Their sister Hope had died of whooping cough in 1884 when she was six weeks old, and the girls were sentimentally drawn to the graves of children. As soon as they could read, they wandered among the tiny tombstones, making out the dates and the weathered inscriptions.
Dorothy’s favorite stop, on a mounded crest of the highest hill, was a fifty-six-foot obelisk, a monument to a Cayuga Indian chieftain known as Logan who was widely admired in the East. Chief Logan was born Tahgahjute, ostensibly on Fort Hill, which the Cayugas called Osco; when he was a young man, his name was changed to Logan, apparently as an homage to Governor William Penn’s secretary, James Logan. Judge William Brown of Pennsylvania, reflecting the romantic Victorian view, called Logan “the best specimen of humanity I have ever met with, either white or red.” In 1774 Logan’s family had been murdered by colonists in Virginia. He organized a retaliatory attack that turned into a series of bloody battles between the settlers and area Indian tribes. Logan refused to attend the peace conference, although he sent an eloquent statement for the occasion, which was described in a history of Auburn as “that masterpiece of oratory which ranks along with the memorable speech of President Lincoln at Gettysburg.” Dorothy never forgot the haunting inscription on the Logan memorial, taken from the address: “Who is there to mourn for Logan?”
During Auburn’s military funerals for its fallen soldiers, she and Milly sat on the curb in front of their house and watched the aged veterans of the Civil War marching solemnly by in faded uniforms. Dorothy remembered that Brigadier General William H. Seward, Jr., led “a fife and drum corps which used to wail famous funeral marches which I can hear to this day.”
—————————
Dorothy and Ros were separated for the first time in their third year of high school, when Ros went to Germany with her family. The Underwoods asked Dorothy to join them, and she desperately wanted to go, but she thought that if she didn’t apply herself to her schoolwork, she might not get into Smith College, which she and Ros had long planned to attend together. Dorothy’s oldest sister, Anna, a brilliant, serious girl with a long, heavy braid down her back, had gone to Smith in 1893—a major event in the family. Few women went to college, and Dorothy was prepared to sacrifice for that experience. Nevertheless, she came to rue her decision to stay home.
While Ros was becoming worldly—learning German, traveling to Greece, and journeying up the Nile in a dahabeah—Dorothy was attending Rye Seminary, a girls’ boarding school on the Boston Post Road in Rye, New York. The school gave its students a sober Christian education, with an emphasis on college preparatory work. Although it eventually morphed into the well-appointed Rye Country Day School, it was a spartan place early in the twentieth century. At mealtime, the girls clattered down the iron stairs into the basement, where the French teacher presided over one table and the German teacher the other, and no English was spoken. As a result, conversations were halting and garbled. Dorothy shared a large bedroom with two other girls. Each had an iron bed and a washstand, and there was also a piano in the room. Girls were excused from class for their weekly baths. A schedule was posted on the bathroom door at the end of the hall.
In her letters home, Dorothy wrote about extracurricular activities off school grounds. In 1903, when she was sixteen, she described a day in New York, where she and her classmates went to Wagner’s Die Walküre. “Oh, Grandma,” she wrote, “I have just come home, and the opera was the most wonderful thing I have ever seen. I was afraid that it would be deep and perhaps it was, but I never enjoyed anything so much in all my life.” The next fall, she told about a trip with her friends to Lakehurst, New Jersey. The girls stayed at a beautiful inn where, she wrote, “the spirit is so lovely that it doesn’t seem a bit like a hotel.” They played tennis, danced, and took walks in the woods.
At Thanksgiving, Dorothy and three other girls were invited to a friend’s house near Port Chester, and she wrote to her mother on November 27 about their trip into Manhattan, where they shopped at Altman’s, had lunch, and went to the Hudson Theater to see Sunday. “Ethel Barrymore is simply perfect,” she announced, “and I am crazy about her.”
Although Dorothy said she didn’t learn much at Rye, she was strongly influenced by one teacher who sometimes invited her to her room, where she served little cakes and pastries and gave her books of poetry by Shelley and Keats. “I just loved her,” Dorothy said, “and this is a perfect example of what a good teacher can do to stimulate a growing young person’s mind and imagination.”
“A FUNNY, STRAGGLY PLACE”
Ferry Carpenter in his law office
On the morning after their arrival in Hayden, Dorothy and Ros woke up early. They would be leaving in several hours for Elkhead, in the mountain range that abutted the Yampa Valley, and as Dorothy recalled, “We could hardly wait to see what was in store for us.” When they walked into the dining room, half a dozen cowboys were seated at a large round table. “Of course nobody got up or anything, they simply stared at us.” As they sat down, the man next to her said, “Good morning, ma’am.” He was wearing a boiled white shirt with no collar, and a diamond stud in the neckband. The table was covered with hot cereals and biscuits and jams and coffee, and she and Ros ordered eggs, “once over, in the most approved manner.” Then “started a great procession of right and left,” as the men passed the food around, so persistently that it was hard to eat. The women tried to make conversation, “but all we got out from anybody was ‘Yes, ma’am’ and ‘No, ma’am’ or ‘I wouldn’t know, ma’am,’ ” and when they handed a dish to a neighbor, he would say, “ ‘I wouldn’t wish to care for any, thank you, ma’am.’ ”
Their breakfast companions bore no resemblance to the refined young men they were accustomed to. Nor did Farrington Carpenter, who soon came in, introduced them to the cowboys, and said he had two ponies for them, as well as a conveyance to take them to the Harrison ranch. “We are tremendously impressed by Mr. C., who is a big man,” Dorothy wrote that morning. “He has a gentle, kindly manner, with keen eyes, a fine sense of humor and a regular live wire along every line.” He took them to his office to talk everything over, and Dorothy—not wanting to confirm her mother’s preconceptions about the uncouth West—avoided any mention of the office’s history as a one-lane bowling alley, the electrical cord dangling from the ceiling to Carpenter’s desk lamp, or the homely floral curtains.
Instead, she wrote: “His library was perfectly amazing, it showed such broad up-to-date interests, and we are certainly going to have to work night and day to keep up our end.” His books included a complete set of Shakespeare, The Life of David Crockett, An Autobiography, a collection of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essays and lectures, The Greek View of Life, a biography of Walt Whitman, a six-volume edition of the poetry of Robert Burns, several biographies of Abraham Lincoln, The Colorado Justice Manual, and a book called Swine, a breeding and feeding guide. They spent two hours discussing their work at the school, and Ros wrote that morning with undisguised relief: “He is anxious to have us run the whole thing as we want to run it—and says we don’t have to teach Domestic Science if we don’t want to—or Sunday School either.” She and Dorothy, having grown up in households staffed by maids and cooks, were more nervous about teaching domestic science, a turn-of-the-century precursor to home economics, than any other subject. “We didn’t know anything about domestic science,” Ros later admitted.
As for Hayden, Dorothy wrote, it was “a funny, straggly place,” and its residents “snappy and entertaining,” their good manners “as surprising as the kind of English they speak.” Neither of them mentioned the cowboys in the dining room. Ros wrote, “The air is like tonic—and we are cool at last after dreadful heat in Denver. The country here is flat—with blue mountains in the country towards we go.” Dorothy’s pony was a sorrel called Nugget, on loan from Carpenter. She said he “is so little that I can hop off and on with the greatest ease.” Ros’s horse came from Steamboat Springs, and she was to name him herself.
At Earnest Wagner’s saddle shop, they rented saddles and bought bits, bridles, ropes, spurs, and ponchos, then shook hands with all of the townspeople in the street. “We were introduced to each one, who gave us a terrible grip with their horny paws,” Dorothy wrote innocently. As they were about to embark on their long, dusty ride to Elkhead, Ros scribbled: “Mr. C. has just telephoned that he is coming to lunch with us, and start us on our way—so no more now. Rosamond.”
—————————
Straggly Hayden, like so many western towns, had come into being quickly and violently. Among its first settlers was the extended family of Porter M. Smart, the superintendent of the Western Colorado Improvement Company. In December 1874, the Rocky Mountain News referred to Smart as “one of that peculiar and persevering class of pioneers who are always in the van of civilization.” He had built his house in “the remotest settlement of Western Colorado.” That winter, his son Albert took in a few families who had been unable to provide for themselves, and one man began to steal flour, bacon, and groceries. The “culprit was arrested, tried, convicted, tied up to a tree and ‘larruped’ with long switches, and then given forty-eight hours to leave the country. He left.” The News declared, “The company of which Mr. Smart is the representative is doing a world of good in thus extending family altars into the wilderness.”
The Smarts and their few neighbors were sometimes visited by Ute Indians, members of a nomadic tribe whose name for the Rockies was “the shining mountains.” They had inhabited the land for over five hundred years. In return for dinner and a few sacks of potatoes, the Utes offered game and buckskins. But relations with the Utes became difficult over the next several years, as miners and merchants began to settle in the region.
Like the early gold prospectors in Denver, people rushed out after learning of the region’s natural resources. This time the riches were publicized almost single-handedly by one man: Ferdinand Vandeveer Hayden, the world-famous geologist who in 1871 had led an expedition to survey all of Yellowstone country, and helped convince Congress to establish it as the first national park. Hayden spent the summers of 1873–75 conducting a similarly exhaustive study of the Colorado Rockies. One of his teams of surveyors, photographers, and scientists, working for the Department of the Interior, camped by the Bear River, near where the Smarts lived; the surveyors’ mail was addressed simply to “Hayden Camp.”
A thin, obsessive scholar with dark pouches under his eyes and an irascible disposition, Hayden had a genius for transforming highly technical geographical and geological data into popular science. He also was an outspoken advocate of development, writing to the secretary of the Interior Department about how rapidly the region would grow with the coming of the railroads, thus rendering it “very desirable that its resources be made known to the world at as early a date as possible.” He gave lectures in Washington and New York in the mid-1870s about his discoveries of fantastic geysers and bubbling gray mud pots in Yellowstone, and hidden valleys with thriving communities in the Rockies. The talks included slides by a member of his team, the renowned photographer William H. Jackson, projected on a stereopticon. Hayden’s Atlas of Colorado, published in 1877, was glowingly written about in both the United States and Europe. William Blackmore, a British investor in American ventures, claimed that English schoolboys couldn’t name the presidents, but “all knew intimately the stories of Dr. Hayden’s expeditions in to the wild Indian country of the far West.”
The atlas gorgeously laid out every feature of the state in a succession of oversize maps showing its topography, drainage, geology—and its economic resources, including “Gold and Silver Districts” and “Coal Lands.” The region west of the Divide was densely speckled with prospective mining sites. The atlas also revealed how much of that land the Utes controlled, according to a treaty signed in 1873: twelve million acres on the Western Slope—over half of the Colorado Rockies. Two pages of the atlas, showing northwestern Colorado, were marked with large capital letters crossing the book’s gutter and filling almost the entire map: RESERVATION OF THE UTE INDIANS.
By the late 1870s, Colorado’s second mining boom was well under way, and Leadville and other camps were built on Ute territory. The Utes rebelled, setting fires to settlers’ homes and to timber and prairie grass. This fueled a propaganda campaign in the pages of the Denver Tribune, with the slogan “The Utes Must Go!” Governor Frederick W. Pitkin emphatically shared that view, and did his part to encourage the growing public uproar.
The most serious trouble between the settlers and the Utes was precipitated by Nathan Meeker, head of the White River Agency, forty-five miles southwest of Hayden. Meeker was attempting to build a model agricultural community, teaching the Indians to become good farmers and Christians; educating their children; and disabusing them of numerous uncivilized practices. The Ute men, though, believed that farming was women’s work and that horses were not meant to pull a plow but to be ridden and raced. They despised Meeker, with his arrogant paternalism and his threatening claim that the U.S. government owned their land.
The Utes in Yampa Valley appealed for help to Major James B. Thompson, who ran a trading post by the Bear River and had won their trust. In response, Thompson, Smart, and the other settlers sent a petition to the Interior Department, asking for an investigation of Meeker and for protection for their families. Troops were sent, but to Hot Sulphur Springs, the closest town, about a hundred miles southeast. Porter Smart’s daughter-in-law Lou, the mother of four children and pregnant with her fifth, was visited repeatedly by Utes in June 1879 when her husband, Albert, was away. She wrote in a letter afterward that they demanded food and matches, and that one of them wanted to trade back a gun that Albert had given him in exchange for a pony: “ ‘The gun no good. Would not kill buckskin, wanted trade back, give five dollars take pony go away no trouble squaw.’ ”
That summer, she said, she had “another dreadful miscarriage, worse even than the last.” For ten days she couldn’t sit up in bed. The Utes returned, camping near the house. When they heard that a company of Negro soldiers—Company D of the Ninth Cavalry—was not far away, waiting for orders, “They said they didn’t care how many white men came but they wouldn’t stand Negroes (that was too great an insult).” They set fire to two houses before riding off.
In August, after an altercation with the Utes’ medicine man at the White River Agency, Meeker, claiming serious injuries, requested that Governor Pitkin send troops for his protection. Pitkin, a former mining investor and one of the more unscrupulous proponents of Manifest Destiny, had long argued that, treaty or not, the situation with the Utes was untenable. A few weeks later, three cavalry companies crossed onto Ute land at Milk Creek, the northern border of the reservation; about a dozen soldiers were killed and many more injured. The ambush came to an end when Company D arrived to rescue the men, but the White River Utes turned on Meeker, shooting him in the head, burning his farm to the ground, and abducting his wife and daughter.
Major Thompson, anticipating disaster, had already left. The Smarts and other families hurriedly packed their belongings and moved out. They stopped at Steamboat Springs, which consisted of little more than the homestead of James Crawford, the town’s founder. They barricaded themselves in at the Crawfords’ cabin for a few days, continuing on to Hot Sulphur Springs when it seemed safe. They arrived ten days after leaving home. Lou Smart and her husband learned that their house had been robbed of everything edible; chicken bones and feathers were scattered about inside. She said she feared that the Ute war had only just begun, yet she went on, “The only thing that worries me is the children not having any schooling, especially Charlie. There is no school here and they say there is to be none this winter.” Lou Smart died a few months later of complications from her miscarriage.
The Meeker Massacre, as newspapers across the country labeled it, gave Governor Pitkin an opportunity to make a special announcement to the press about the Ute threat: “My idea is that, unless removed by the government, they must necessarily be exterminated.” He pointed out “The advantages that would accrue from the throwing open of twelve million acres of land to miners and settlers. . . .” In August 1881 the U.S. Army force-marched virtually all of the Colorado Utes 350 miles to a reservation on a desolate stretch of land near Roosevelt, Utah.
As the Utes were being dispensed with, the settlement by the Bear River grew. A log school and a store were built on the homestead of Sam and Mary Reid, who had moved to the valley in 1880. Mary became postmistress the following year. The mail came by buckboard from Rawlins, Wyoming, three times a week, and the mailman crossed the river in a canoe. Sam Reid’s brother-in-law, William Walker, moved from North Carolina; several years later, he was joined by his wife and children. They homesteaded on a parcel of land just north of town previously held by Albert Smart. A man named Ezekiel Shelton, trained as an engineer in Ohio, was sent to Yampa Valley by some Denver businessmen in 1881 to investigate stories of coal beds in the Elkhead Mountains. His reports were positive, and so was his response to the valley. Shelton helped establish the Hayden Congregational Church, to which one of the settlement’s first three women, Mrs. Emma Peck, donated her organ. Shelton and Emma Peck even started a tiny literary society. Other pioneers followed, and the town of Hayden was incorporated in March 1906, when Farrington Carpenter and Ros and Dorothy were in their first year of college.
“REFINED, INTELLIGENT GENTLEWOMEN”
Dorothy and Rosamond at Smith
One Sunday afternoon that month, Dorothy got a letter from her father, reminding her to dedicate herself to her studies at Smith. “We follow your life at College as reflected in your letters with deep interest & while you evidently enjoy the days as they pass I doubt not you are doing your work—I want you to master your French so that you can make it practical, learn to converse fluently. . . .”
Smith students were caught between the college’s aspirations for them and the social mores of the day—some of which the school administration shared. Not all of the women made it through four years. Seventy-five of Dorothy and Ros’s classmates, about a fifth of the class of 402, withdrew before commencement. One graduate wrote a “Senior Class history of 1909” for the yearbook, in which she coyly presented their dilemma as they entered the world: “We have not yet decided whether to ‘come out’ in society or ‘go in’ for settlement work.” Jane Addams had started Hull House, the country’s first settlement house, in Chicago in 1889. The underprivileged, regardless of race or ethnicity, took advantage of its social services, including school for their children and night classes for themselves. Addams had longed to go to Smith, to prepare for a career in medicine, but her father wouldn’t allow it; he believed that her duty was to serve her family. In the years after his death, she became known across the country for her advocacy for civil rights, unions, female suffrage, and an end to child labor. To many college women, she was a model of enlightened thought and industry.
Yet, the Smith graduate continued in the yearbook, “Unlike our neighbor Holyoke ‘over the way,’ we have not troubled our busy heads over the right and wrong of woman suffrage, but are discussing whether psyches make long noses look longer and just who are the best-looking girls in the class. Some of us are hoping for an M.A., others, to quote a scintillating Junior, are hoping for a M.A.N. A few of us look, may look, forward to getting Ph.D.’s after our names, a few more of us, however, are looking forward to getting M-r-s. in front of them.”
Smith College, started by Sophia Smith, a maiden lady who lived in Hatfield, near Northampton, was young: chartered in 1871, it opened in 1875. The only other full-fledged women’s colleges in the country at that time were Elmira, Mary Sharp, and Vassar. Mount Holyoke and Wellesley were still known as female seminaries, where students attended Bible-study groups, church services, chapel talks, and prayer meetings. Twice a day they performed private devotions. Wellesley Female Seminary changed its name to Wellesley College in 1875, and Mount Holyoke, eighteen years later. The pastor of Sophia Smith’s church had repeatedly urged her to pursue the idea of a college for women, and three months before her death, she made a codicil to her will in which she declared her belief that a higher Christian education for women would be the best way to redress their wrongs and to increase their wages and their “influence in reforming the evils of society . . . as teachers, as writers, as mothers, as members of society.”
This belief—that women and men should be educated in separate colleges—was not widely shared among public intellectuals along the Eastern Seaboard. Henry Ward Beecher, for one, thought that the solution to higher education for women was to admit them to men’s colleges, a practice already being followed in the Midwest and the West. (Oberlin became the first coeducational college in the country in 1837, when it enrolled four women. Two years earlier, it had admitted its first African-American students.) At Amherst’s semi-centennial celebration in July 1871, Beecher gave a speech in which he pressed his alma mater to admit women. So did the former governor of Massachusetts. Lengthy deliberations followed at Amherst and at Yale, Harvard, Williams, and Dartmouth, but the notion was not pursued at any of these colleges for another century. When Radcliffe College opened in 1879, it was known as “the Harvard Annex.”
The president and trustees of Smith were clear about their mission. In June 1877, while Lou Smart was negotiating trades with the Utes in Yampa Valley, President L. Clark Seelye wrote in an annual circular in Northampton, “It is to be a woman’s college, aiming not only to give the broadest and highest intellectual culture, but also to preserve and perfect every characteristic of a complete womanhood.” He often said that one of Smith’s missions was to teach its students to become “refined, intelligent gentlewomen.”
The college intended to provide a curriculum just as rigorous as that of the best men’s schools, but Seelye conceded that many of the students were not entirely ready for the academic demands. He and his successor expected Smith to stimulate students’ intellectual curiosity and help them develop an appreciation of the scientific method. However, since most of them had “neither the call nor the competence to devote their lives to research,” they were encouraged to work on “the development of the character and capacities of the personality.”
The exceptions were notable. After graduation, Jane Kelly, Class of 1888, went to Northwestern University Women’s Medical School and then to Johns Hopkins for a year of postgraduate work in medicine—there, she was required to sit in the balcony behind a curtain during lectures. She established both a medical practice and a family in Boston. After a week at Wood’s Hole in the summer of 1902, she wrote to her classmates, “There was a large number of Smith girls working in the Laboratories, which speaks well for the scientific spirit fostered in our Alma Mater.”
Dorothy did not have that calling. She had graduated from Rye Seminary with strong grades and managed to pass Smith’s entrance examinations, which included translating English sentences into Greek, Latin, French, and German, and—in the English section—writing on the themes of Julius Caesar, The Vicar of Wakefield, and Silas Marner; and on the form and structure of Macbeth, Lycidas, L’Allegro, and other texts. She was not strongly motivated, though, and claimed that Rye had not taught her how to study. “The fact that I’d gone to Smith College to learn, I don’t think made much impression on me,” she said. The first semester, she got the equivalent of Ds in her two English classes, C- in French, B- in German, C- in Latin, and C+ in mathematics. She was put on probation. Ros did better, with a C, two B-’s, a B, and two A’s. Dorothy’s record improved somewhat as the semesters wore on, but she never excelled and was not overly concerned about her grades.
She had warm recollections of one teacher at Smith, just as she’d had at Rye. In her junior and senior years, she took European history with Charles Hazen, whom she described as the first teacher she’d ever had who “could make you live the way those characters lived so long ago and the events in history seem so real.” Dorothy’s fascination with the past, sparked in Auburn and revived by Hazen, stayed with her throughout her life.
Admitting that her academic performance over her four years was undistinguished, she described herself as “romping” through Smith: “I loved every minute . . . I was invited to join all of the fun and social clubs that there were.” She and Ros both belonged to the Phi Kappa Psi Society, the Current Events Club, and the Novel Club (its goals were to write a good novel and to have a good time; no one seemed to bother with the novel). She was a “tumble bug” at the Junior Frolic event at “the Hippodrome” and helped design costumes for the senior production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Ros was a member of the Smith College Council. Their friendship was no less close in those years; it simply expanded to include others. “Life was very relaxed and easy,” Dorothy noted. “Although of course we studied, we nevertheless had plenty of time to be with each other.” They kept in touch with their Smith friends for sixty years.
When it came time to choose an “invitation house,” Ros joined the White Lodge, and Dorothy agonized between that and Delta Sigma, which was, one of its founding members emphasized, not a secret society or a sorority—a distinction, perhaps, without a difference. The invitation houses cost more than campus housing, but along with an exclusive circle of friends, they promised single rooms, a housekeeper, a cook, a waitress, and some freedom not allowed on campus. Dorothy wryly described the choice between the two houses as “really one of the great problems of my young life—what I should do about this.”
She joined Delta Sigma as a sophomore, and she idolized the juniors and seniors—“I thought they were the most beautiful and brilliant creatures on earth.” The members had recently moved into a yellow clapboard house off Main Street, with a welcoming veranda and a spacious side porch that had two long wooden swings, cushioned in chintz and suspended from the ceiling by chains. The living room had a large fireplace, which was lit on chilly days after lunch. Sixteen students ate their meals at a long table in the dining room, presided over by the house matron. When they invited President Seelye or professors to dinner, dessert was the Faculty Cake, filled with macaroons, sherry, and whipped cream. The girls managed the household budget and were expected to observe the college’s “ten o’clock rule” at bedtime. The college held dances, but they were women-only. Students were allowed to invite gentlemen to the Junior Promenade, the Rally on Washington’s Birthday, and the Glee Club Concert.
Dorothy and Ros played gentle games of tennis in white skirts sweeping their ankles, and planned off-campus activities, including picnics. They took the trolley out Main Street to the end of the line in Greenfield, and walked through the woods to a brook, where they gathered twigs and built a fire. They roasted sausages called “bacon bats” on forked sticks, which they ate on buttered rolls, and they made coffee in a tin pail. For longer trips, they rented an old horse and wagon and rode out into the country, occasionally stopping for a night or two at one of the farmhouses.
Several weeks before graduation, Dorothy wrote to her grandmother. She and some friends had visited Deerfield’s Memorial Hall, a museum that contained relics from the French and Indian Raid of 1704. Referring to the sacking of the town and the letters written from Canada by captured French officers to their families, she observed: “The village is so little and sleepy, and still so much in the country, that it required very little imagination to take us back to those times.” The girls had supper by “that same brook, which has seen so many awful things,” she wrote, “but I never saw more wonderful country. The mountains are so very green, dotted here and there with fruit trees and the air heavy with the odor of lilacs.”
There is no indication that either Dorothy or Ros had in mind anything more taxing for their futures than the kind of charity work pursued by their friends and mothers in Auburn. Nor were they intent on finding husbands, not having met any young men whose company they liked nearly as much as they liked each other’s. Dorothy told her grandmother how much she appreciated the privilege of attending college, then said, “Nevertheless, I am looking forward a great deal to being at home with you all next year.” On a note of determined good cheer, she concluded: “I am sure I shall be very happy.”
On the afternoon of June 13, 1909, the first of the four-day commencement events for Smith College, Northampton residents lined the streets and clustered by the First Congregational Church. “It was a fine opportunity,” the Springfield Republican reported, “for the automobile experts to see a larger variety of automobiles than is often observed in Northampton and an equally rare opportunity, most appreciated by the women, to see a splendid display of handsome gowns and beautiful millinery.” At four o’clock, the seniors marched in from the vestry, attended by the junior class, to the sight of masses of pink mountain laurel on the platform. President Seelye gave the sermon, telling the rows of serious young women, “[Y]ou will not become the useless members, but the benefactors, of society. Whatever be your employments, your lives then will be prolific of good deeds.”
The congregation sang “Jesus Comes, His Conflict Over,” and as Seelye gave the benediction, a light rain began to fall. It was pouring as they got ready to leave the church. The junior ushers rushed back to campus, returning with the girls’ black rubber coats and hats and armfuls of umbrellas. They escorted the seniors and their guests into the hacks and carriages and automobiles outside the church.
The next morning, the heavy skies lifted in time for the Ivy Day procession. After chapel services at St. John’s Church, the alumnae set forth by class along a white canvas carpet, past the gymnasium to Seelye Hall. The junior class—in brightly colored dresses and hats festooned with flowers—carried the ivy chains (actually long ropes made of laurel leaves) on their shoulders. The graduating class marched in pairs, their hair piled high in soft buns, in wasp-waisted, high-collared white dresses, carrying their roses. To Dorothy’s great disappointment, her mother and father didn’t see her graduate. They were in Europe and unwilling to interrupt their holiday. They returned with a present for her: a filigreed silver card case from Holland.
After the ivy song was sung and a class photograph taken, the graduates marched into the assembly hall for the class-day program. At the chapel exercises, President Seelye spoke of the first Smith class, of 1879: “There were eleven graduates and ten are still living, and seven of them are married. All of them hold honored positions. One of them is a professor in college; two are wives of college professors; one is at the head of an educational institution; a number of them are interested in educational work and are home-makers, and the same is true of graduates of succeeding classes.”
Rosamond, winter of 1916
UNFENCED
Steamboat & Wolcott Stage
Farrington Carpenter had a different kind of experience in college, and not only because it was a men’s school. His jocular personality disguised a sensitive intelligence and a restless nature, and he was far more uncomfortable with the American class system than most of his peers. The old-line East Coast students hastened to exploit his awkwardness. He had not been to Exeter or Andover. He was from Evanston, Illinois, a town that many of them had never heard of, and his father, although wealthy enough, was a shoe manufacturer. When he arrived at Princeton and read the “Freshman Bible,” he realized that the stiff collars, vested suits, and neckties his mother had bought for him were hopelessly unstylish. “A freshman had to wear a black turtleneck sweater, corduroy trousers, and a little black cap called a ‘dink’ on the back of his head,” he wrote in his autobiography, Confessions of a Maverick. When someone joked that Farrington sounded like the name of an English resort town, he told everyone his name was Ferry, but they dubbed him Skinny instead. It wasn’t long before he turned his lack of social standing to his advantage. He took courses taught by the college’s president, Woodrow Wilson, and made sure he got to know him.
Wilson’s years at Princeton shaped his convictions about the purpose of education in a democracy—and Carpenter’s beliefs were shaped alongside them. When Wilson assumed the job in 1902, his political views were conservative. In November 1904 he gave a speech in New York to the Society of Virginians on “The Political Future of the South.” Implicitly denouncing the populism of William Jennings Bryan, he declared, “The country as it moves forward in its great material progress needs and will tolerate no party of discontent or radical experiment; but it does need a party of conservative reform, acting in the spirit of law and of ancient institutions.” At the university, though, Wilson was soon undertaking a radical experiment of his own known as the Quad Plan.
He officially introduced it to the Board of Trustees in December 1906. The idea was to replace the university’s snobbish eating clubs or to absorb them into larger and less exclusive “quads.” Ferry Carpenter acted as an enthusiastic student liaison. As conceived by Wilson and endorsed by some faculty and alumni, the quads would provide living and eating quarters for 100 to 150 students, from freshmen to seniors, thus encouraging them to enlarge their circle of acquaintances. Young faculty would live there, too, so that conversations, as Carpenter put it, would venture beyond sports and dirty jokes. The prospect of not getting into a club, he said, was appalling—one was deemed “a sad bird” and socially ostracized.
Wilson told Ferry, “Some of the wealthy New York and Pennsylvania people with sons here would like to turn this college into a Tuxedo Institution, a country club. I refuse to head such an establishment.” However, the board mostly was composed of wealthy easterners, and they vigorously opposed Wilson’s idea. Over the next three years, as told by one of Wilson’s biographers, Henry Bragdon, the press reported the controversy at Princeton as a fight between “college democracy” and social privilege. Wilson was depicted as a courageous progressive. “To the country at large, his dispute with the Princeton clubs was analogous to Theodore Roosevelt’s struggles with the trusts, the meat packers, and the railroads.” Infuriated though he was by the trustees’ intransigence, Wilson found that the role of reformer suited him.
In June 1908 Ferry wrote to “Dr. Wilson” about his progress with potential supporters of the Quad Plan. He had joined the “middle-rated” Campus Club, to avoid the sad-bird taint, and become its secretary. Thanking Wilson for the clear grounding he had given him in his courses in jurisprudence and constitutional government, Ferry said that he had just read an article in the Saturday Evening Post that “sounded like a trumpet call to Americans to rally to Democracies’ standard.”
That fall, he invited Wilson to speak about the Quad Plan at the Campus Club. Wilson had just returned from a trip to the University of Wisconsin, where he had delivered a lecture on Abraham Lincoln. He was full of what he had seen there, telling his acolyte: “At those great state institutions, the gates are flung wide open. The wind of public opinion sweeps unobstructed through them. . . . But here at a proprietary institution, we are surrounded by a great high wall, which admits little from the outside world.”
After dinner, Wilson instructed the students, “When you go out into the world and have to make your own living, you may have to sit at a desk next to a man who spits all over his own shoes, and you won’t be able to take it because you have been so careful to avoid all unpleasantness in your college associations.” In 1909 a majority of the trustees and a number of influential members of the administration at Princeton forced Wilson to drop the Quad Plan. The fight embittered him, but it also steeled him for a career in politics. Aristocracy, he informed a despondent Ferry Carpenter, was a fact of life even in democratic America.
Wilson and Ferry shared an interest in the American West. Wilson had gotten to know Frederick Jackson Turner in 1889, when Turner was a graduate student at Johns Hopkins University and Wilson a visiting professor. They lived in the same boardinghouse, and their conversations about the role of the West in American history helped Turner to develop his Frontier Thesis. Four years later, Turner made his renowned speech in Chicago, arguing that “The existence of an area of free land, its continuous recession, and the advance of American settlement westward, explain American development.”
Carpenter chose to be inspired by Wilson’s view of the West rather than bow to social realities in the East. He, too, believed that American democracy was born on the frontier. Growing up in Evanston, Ferry had idolized two of his father’s cousins from Vermont who had become ranchers in North Dakota. They visited the Carpenters whenever they went to Chicago to sell their cattle at the stockyards. “They wore big black hats and buffalo robe overcoats that hung to their ankles,” Carpenter wrote. When he begged his relatives to take him back with them, they told him there were Indians in North Dakota “just looking for a chance to scalp young boys.” He couldn’t get enough of these stories, and he twice convinced his mother to take him to Chicago to see Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show.
He was a spindly youth. Injured in an ice-hockey scrimmage in high school, he was taken to New Mexico to regain his strength. After washing dishes and doing the family laundry at a twenty-thousand-acre ranch, he managed to get a job as a ranch hand in Colfax County, for a legendary pioneer named J. B. Dawson. At the age of fifteen, Carpenter had found his western role model. In the 1850s Dawson drove cattle fifteen hundred miles from Arkansas to California; during the Pike’s Peak gold rush, he took his herds from Texas to the soon-to-be territory of Colorado. He served as a Texas Ranger during the Civil War and fought Indians on the Plains. Dawson had a disfiguring scar on his right hand, caused by an arrow wound. During a raid on Paint Creek, a Comanche who was no more than seventeen, having witnessed the death of a comrade, rode straight at Dawson and met him, Dawson told a journalist, “face to face about ten steps apart. We both started to shoot almost at the same time, I with my pistol, he with his bow. He was a little quicker than I was and his arrow went into my right hand . . . and into the lock on my pistol, disabling it and rendering me helpless.” One of Dawson’s companions shot the Indian, and he fell from his horse. “When we looked at his body,” Dawson claimed, “we found he had one rifle wound and nine pistol wounds, besides the wound made by the shotgun. . . . His shirt was as bloody as if it had been dipped in blood.” Dawson told people when recounting this story, Ferry doubtless among them, “He was the bravest man I ever met.”
In 1905 Dawson sold his ranch and bought two thousand acres in Routt County, Colorado, an idyllic stretch of land by the Yampa River (formerly the Bear River), four miles outside the village of Hayden. The previous owner had added onto his cabin by putting four abandoned homesteads on some roped-together logs and pulling them over by mules. He put the cabins together like Lincoln Logs. As one of Dawson’s granddaughters described it, “Floors met at different levels. . . . Ceilings jigged up and down, sometimes as much as three feet higher in the middle of a hallway; walls, butted together, refused to stand amicably side-by-side. . . . On the inside the rough logs or rough-sawn timbers were covered with a kind of construction paper which absorbed moisture. Brown stains like thin tobacco juice ran down the walls.”
Carpenter was mesmerized by Dawson’s description of Colorado: “the place for a young man to go. The hills . . . are full of deer and elk and antelope, and the streams are full of trout.” The alfalfa was so high, Dawson told him, “that you couldn’t see Ol’ Coley’s back when he pulled the mowing machine through it. And the bees made all the honey that you wanted. The public domain, open and unfenced, was available to any citizen over twenty-one. All you had to do was file on a homestead and, by living on it for seven months a year for five years, get title to 160 acres of free land.” Dawson talked of a town (Steamboat Springs), twenty-two miles away, as a place that had every kind of mineral water, which could “cure anything from gripes to the hiccups . . . and you’d come out a new man.”
In the Princeton library, Carpenter read about Routt County and learned that it stretched 150 miles west from the Continental Divide near Steamboat Springs to the Utah border. From the Wyoming line, the county made its way south almost to the Grand River—now the Colorado River. In 1900 the entire population of Routt County was thirty-six hundred people, and, Carpenter wrote, “for a hundred miles to the west, not a single town was shown on the map and the land was marked ‘sage and bad lands.’ ” There was no railroad in the region, although he learned that David Moffat, a Denver tycoon, was building one from Denver to Salt Lake City.
Ferry asked if he could work for Dawson again that summer, and in June 1906, after his freshman year, he headed to Wolcott, Colorado, by train and, the final three days, by stagecoach. Carpenter trained Dawson’s mares and watched over the wild elk, buffalo, and deer that Dawson had brought to the ranch. Ferry returned the following summer as well. He regarded the fertile Yampa Valley, he wrote, “as one of the most beautiful spots on earth.”
On arriving that second summer, Ferry was asked to “take a letter to Dave Moffat,” who wanted to run the tracks of his railroad through two and a half miles of Dawson’s meadows, a few hundred feet from the ranch house. Old Man Dawson, Ferry said, had known Moffat ever since Moffat ran a little stationery store in Denver City. As Carpenter recalled, Dawson “could read, but he couldn’t write. . . . [H]e used me as his amanuensis.” The letter read:
Friend Dave,
I came over here to Northwest Colorado to get away from railroads. Now you’ve surveyed a railroad right in my doorstep. I can’t stop civilization. When you get ready to build, I’ll give you the right of way.
All Dawson asked in return was a flag stop and load-out facility, which he could use to get his cattle to market. The railroad stock cars were parked on a siding, with a chute for herding the cattle inside. The cars were then picked up by a passing freight train. Dawson and his wife, Lavinia, could ride the rails to Denver right from the ranch.
One of Ferry’s jobs was to help Dawson’s surveyor identify the borders of some state-owned land that Dawson wanted to lease. On one excursion into the Elkhead Mountains north of Hayden, the two stopped to eat lunch on a rise above Morgan Creek. Wolf Mountain was visible to the east, and the Flat Top Mountains about forty-five miles to the south. Consulting his calculations during lunch, the surveyor noted with surprise that the only water within miles, a flowing spring, was twenty-four feet from the state land. It was part of the public domain and therefore available for homesteading.
Carpenter said he felt as if he had stumbled on a gold mine, and he moved quickly. He was only twenty years old and barely broken into ranch life, but after consulting with Dawson, he put up a sign saying that the land was Farrington R. Carpenter’s homestead. He took his camp supplies, bedding, and rifle to a spot by the spring and watered his horse there every day. Six weeks later, on the morning of his twenty-first birthday, August 10, 1907, at the Department of the Interior’s land office in Hayden, he filed his claim for 160 acres under the Homestead Act of 1862. He called the property Oak Point, and five years later, when he received his certificate of approval from the Glenwood Springs land office, he felt that he was “a frontiersman at last, a citizen of the American fraternity of empire builders.”
In June 1908 a childhood friend from Evanston, Jack White, with whom Ferry had spent some time in Taos and who longed to settle in the West, came to see Elkhead for himself. Carpenter suggested that they join forces. White filed on land near Carpenter’s, and they began to plan their future together as partners in the cattle-ranching business. Carpenter asked his father for a loan of $2,500 to buy twenty-five purebred Herefords. Carpenter Sr. agreed, with two provisos: he would receive one third of the profits, and Ferry would study law before settling in Routt County. The last thing Ferry wanted to do, he said, was “sit at a steam radiator and stare at a book all day long.” Nevertheless, he complied, and Jack took care of the cattle while Ferry attended Harvard Law School, returning to Elkhead in the summers. In a 1909 photograph, Ferry sits very tall in his saddle in shirtsleeves, vest, bow tie, spurs, and bowler hat, in the center of Hayden. There is a mud path running by the false-fronted Hayden restaurant, and his horse, Nugget, stands up to his knees in weeds.
In August 1914 Ferry filed for an adjoining 160 acres under the Desert Land Act of 1877. One could obtain title to “desert land” by irrigating twenty acres, which he proposed to do by impounding the overflow from the spring into a reservoir he was building. He described the improvements he had made upon his first claim: a three-room house (30 x 30) and barn (18 x 20), three corrals, a branding chute, a squeezer (“all well-built”), a cellar, and four hundred feet of piping from spring to garden and house; fifteen acres grubbed of scrub oak, broke, and fenced; five acres of oats; four acres of potatoes, corn, “garden stuff, strawberries, raspberries, etc.”; sixty apple trees, “the first to live in my altitude. About 20 of them are alive today, and thriving.”
In answer to a question on the land office’s form about whether he had any personal property elsewhere, he declared, “I have about $500 worth of books in Hayden, Colo.” He wrote in his autobiography, “Part of my joy in that homestead derived from my feeling that I was playing a role in a unique historical process.” It was as thrilling to him as the American Revolution. “I felt that this remarkable system of land distribution, in contrast to the feudal system in the rest of the world, was the keystone to the success of American democracy.”
THE GRAND TOUR
Dorothy, Rosamond, and Arthur in Cortina, 1910
Dorothy and Ros took seriously President Seelye’s admonition that they meet their full potential. He liked to ask students, “Are you a leaner or a lifter?” Life in Auburn, though, was highly ritualized and didn’t allow for much lifting. Its social routines continued much as they had for generations. Ros volunteered at the Auburn City Hospital, the day nursery at Eliza Osborne’s Woman’s Union, and the Ambulance Aid Society. Both joined the Young Ladies Benevolent Association, and Dorothy was a member of the Auburn College Club. Their parents held afternoon card parties, followed by suppers of grapefruit (a novelty fruit), pastry shells filled with chicken and mushrooms or sweetbreads and canned peas, hot rolls, and ice cream and cakes from Sherry’s in New York. Many in their social circle were members of the Euchre or Whist Club and the Toboggan Club, to which they wore special suits made out of heavy Canadian blankets.
For young women, the principal diversions were luncheons, afternoon teas, the annual charity ball at the Armory, and dances every Saturday in June and July at the Owasco Country Club, where they were vigilantly chaperoned by parents. Dorothy and Ros went to their luncheons in the prescribed evening coats, dresses of broadcloth or satin, and large picture hats with plumes and flowers. The hostess’s dining room always contained vases of freshly cut flowers, and the table was set with heavy damask, long rows of monogrammed silver, fine china, and crystal. Etched finger bowls were presented on dessert plates before the final course, with a flower petal or a slice of lemon floating in the water. Sometimes people who were new to such occasions picked up the bowl and drank from it.
French food was in fashion, and the cooks in Auburn’s kitchens sometimes turned for guidance on formal entertaining to The Epicurean, a Franco-American culinary encyclopedia by Charles Ranhofer, the former chef at Delmonico’s in New York. Dorothy’s favorite part of these meals was dessert, and she was especially fond of Baked Alaska. William Seward had bought the territory of Alaska from the Russian empire in 1867, to widespread ridicule. Seward, though, was a loyal patron of Delmonico’s, and Ranhofer commemorated the occasion by creating a variation on a dessert of hot pastry filled with ice cream that Thomas Jefferson had eaten at the White House. Ranhofer’s version, which he called Alaska, Florida, involved hollowed-out Savoy biscuits, apricot marmalade, banana and vanilla ice cream, and meringue. The incomprehensible instructions in The Epicurean conclude: “A few moments before serving place each biscuit with its ice on a small lace paper, and cover one after the other with the meringue pushed through a pocket furnished with a channeled socket, beginning at the bottom and diminishing the thickness until the top is reached; color this meringue for two minutes in a hot oven, and when a light golden brown remove and serve at once.” In the accompanying illustration, it looks like a dunce’s cap, but perhaps it was meant to resemble an iceberg rising from the ocean.
Arriving at one Wadsworth event, Dorothy and Ros decided to gauge how much they consumed. There was a bathroom off the bedroom upstairs where the guests left their coats and hats, and they got on the scale before they went down to join the other guests. After the epic meal, they weighed in again, and according to the scale—and Dorothy’s memory—together they had gained four pounds. “I don’t know why we weren’t all big as houses,” she said.
They were soon ready for a change. At their first Smith reunion, they learned that many of their classmates had married, and a few arrived with baby carriages. Several had begun teaching or had gone into nursing—two of the few careers open to women; social work was just getting started as a profession. “None of those appealed to either Ros or me,” Dorothy said. There was only one other avenue of escape available to unmarried, well-educated women. They conspired to spend a year in Europe, accompanied in the initial months by Ros’s family. After their travels, they would live in Paris on their own, perfecting their French and broadening their cultural sensibilities. Ros persuaded her parents to take them, and Dorothy announced to her mother and father, “I am just going, and that is all there is to it.”
—————————
On the morning of June 18, 1910, the low, echoing horn of the S.S. Lapland sounded as the ocean liner glided out of New York Harbor, on its way to Dover and Antwerp. Dorothy and Ros were on board, accompanied by Ros’s parents; Mrs. Brookfield, an elderly cousin from Manhattan; and Ros’s fifteen-year-old brother, Arthur. “He was . . . very much bored with us and we certainly were bored with him,” Dorothy remarked. The two girls rushed to claim their deck chairs, which were in a secluded section in first class. There was a strong wind blowing, and Dorothy put on a heavy coat over her suit. Before long she noticed an acquaintance from Auburn whom she hadn’t seen in years. The girl, dressed in deep mourning, was alone in the world with the exception of a brother she was traveling with. Dorothy was sorry about her loss but commented, “She has been abroad so much that she is very blasé, and it makes me tired.”
After lunch, they made a dive for their stateroom, and, Dorothy wrote to her family, “It was more exciting than any Christmas, opening all the things.” Friends and family had sent a tremendous box of fruit, enough candy to make them ill, and more than a dozen books, including new novels by G. K. Chesterton and Mrs. Humphry Ward, a popular English novelist who was a good friend of Henry James. Dorothy’s favorite gift was a bottle labeled “Sure cure for homesickness,” which contained a furled silk American flag. Mrs. Brookfield, who had made the crossing many times, had brought along a selection of new magazines that she shared with them. Far less austere than she looked, she was a generous and humorous companion.
Both girls suffered from seasickness the first several days and treated themselves to a simple breakfast in bed. Occasionally, the boat rolled so deeply that they felt as though the deck would touch the water. Mrs. Brookfield made them coffee each morning, another indulgence from home. They spent the time lounging and reading belowdecks, but they soon recovered and made up for their days of fasting by eating lobster and roast grouse.
Although transatlantic journeys in first class were considered an opportunity to mingle respectably with single men, the S.S. Lapland was disappointing in that regard. Dorothy and Ros played shuffleboard with a doctor from Washington who took off his coat when the day was warm but fussily kept his gloves on. At a dance one night on deck, there was a “scarcity of swains,” and even a boy of sixteen deserted them, which left only Arthur and the doctor. “There were a few clouds,” Dorothy wrote, “behind which you could see the moon, and it would cast a beautiful light on the water, and then it would break through entirely. . . . It is too bad we lacked the necessary adjuncts for such a romantic setting, but even so, we stayed up until 11:30.”
The passage was eight days, with little to distinguish among them: “walk, write, read, talk, play shuffleboard—eat, and then begin all over again.” One morning Dorothy woke up to see the bath steward standing in the middle of their room, bellowing, “ ‘Bath, ladies!’ with the most wearied look on his face, and goodness only knows how long he had been standing there. . . . He is the funniest little man, in absolutely skintight white clothes, and I wonder if he ever sits down.”
From their deck chairs, they watched the whitecaps and the passing clouds, a lulling sight enlivened now and then by a breaching whale. Their best diversion was spying on a tall, dark-haired beauty who was traveling incognito. She sat alone not far from them and “affects the simple athletic style of dress,” Dorothy wrote, “wearing a Panama plain suit, and rubber shoes.” She was Miss Katherine Elkins of West Virginia, the daughter of a former senator and secretary of war, who had been carrying on a long-standing romance with Prince Luigi Amedeo, Duke of the Abruzzi. At the same time, William Hitt, the son of a former congressman from Illinois, was wooing her.
Newspapers in the United States and Europe had been breathlessly following her story for years; it included trysts in London and Lugano. A couple of months after the S.S. Lapland docked, Miss Elkins was reported to be in Vichy, where her mother was “taking the cure,” and she remained in seclusion. The romance with the duke was finally broken off, at the insistence of the royal family, and she married Hitt in 1913. It was the culmination, the New York Times reported, “of a courtship the equal of which for romantic features it would be hard to find a parallel for in these matter-of-fact days outside of the covers of a novel.”
As the boat drew close to Dover, it was joined by other steamers and flocks of seagulls. Dorothy and the Underwoods got up early to watch the docking and to see off the departing passengers. “The chalk cliffs were so very white,” Dorothy wrote to her mother, “with the bright green fields coming to the very edge—and I loved the old fortresses. We weren’t there long, but I saw my first comic opera Englishman—with pale blue spats and a monocle.” After the boat pushed off again, she and Ros and Arthur spent the day running from one side of the deck to the other, trying not to miss anything. As they turned up the Scheldt River at Flushing, a picture-book village appeared, with bright-red gabled roofs. “All of Holland which we saw was just the same,” Dorothy wrote, “so painfully neat and regular—and even the cows were spotless.”
In Antwerp, she and Ros spent their first morning at the Royal Museum of Fine Arts, and Dorothy delivered her opinion about the collection to her mother: “I don’t like Rubens’ pictures—they are too spectacular, and his women are nothing short of beefy, but I liked the portraits, and I simply fell in love with the cunning little Dutch scenes from the little Dutch masters. But the old, historical scenes of Antwerp in the Middle Ages were killing, they were so out of proportion and no perspective, but they give a fine idea of the times.”
The next day they woke up to a heavy rain but set out with Arthur for the zoological gardens and the Gothic Church of St. Jacques, tracing their way with their Baedeker. Tired and hungry after examining the cathedral, they decided to stop for a simple lunch. They went to the Hotel St. Antoine, where they ordered lobster, potatoes, and lettuce “and had a fine meal,” Dorothy reported, “dining—as Papa said—not feeding.” Then they were presented with the bill: seventeen francs (a reasonable seventy dollars a hundred years later). “We slunk away, feeling that we had been very gullible.” As they made their way back to their hotel, Arthur kept pointing out that it cost more than their ten-course dinner the night before.
After touring Holland, they settled in for a long stay in the Dolomites, where the girls played tennis and hiked with Arthur and Mr. Underwood. In Cortina, near the Austrian border, Dorothy wrote a long, chatty letter to her sister Anna, exclaiming over a succession of Auburn weddings: “It does seem as though all my friends were getting married.” She conveyed the beauty of the mountains and dwelled at length on the other guests at the hotel, mostly English and Italian, “with a few French & German scattered in.” She could be a merciless observer and was quick to confirm national stereotypes: “The English people amuse me a great deal—for they are so like the books you read about them, that it is too good to be true. Every woman we have seen has her skirt sagging behind, and short in front. . . . They chirp up a lot at night, however, and are so much better looking that you can hardly believe they are the same people.”
From Italy they went to Germany, then Switzerland, and one day Dorothy and Ros rode the funicular in Zermatt. They positioned themselves in the front, for the best view. Just before the car began to move, Dorothy said, “in stepped a perfectly enormous German.” He had a big rucksack on his back and was wearing high hiking boots. The girls had on their own space-consuming attire, including their wide blue “merry widow” hats with tall feathers. “He pushed me over against Ros, and if the door hadn’t been locked she would have fallen out.” Dorothy politely told him in German that the space was not really large enough for three of them, and asked if he would kindly move. He stared straight ahead, ignoring her. Rosamond, who spoke the language flawlessly, reiterated Dorothy’s request, adding that it really was very crowded. This, too, was met with impervious silence. “We were good and mad,” Dorothy said. She spitefully stepped on the man’s foot, but he stood his ground. Tempted to poke him with one of her long hatpins, she concluded that it would have no effect, so they removed their hats and had “a most uncomfortable trip up that mountain.”
—————————
In early September 1910, they arrived in Paris, where Ros’s mother helped them get settled. Before her parents returned to Auburn, her father took them and Arthur to the Paris Opera to see twenty-year-old Nijinsky in Scheherazade, which was being performed that season by Sergei Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes—perhaps the most influential ballet the company ever produced. Some of their friends had already been four times to see “the Russian dancers,” as Dorothy referred to them. They were “the sensation of Paris.” She liked the intricate toe dancing and Nijinsky’s fantastic leaps, but she took particular notice of the exotic sets and costumes, designed by Léon Bakst. Nijinsky, clad in jewel-encrusted gold harem pants and a gold bra, played the Golden Slave, the lover of the Shah’s favorite concubine, Zobeide. The sensuous Ida Rubinstein, who played Zobeide, wore her own harem pants, her torso and legs looped with pearls. In the middle of the ballet, the women bribe a eunuch to release the slaves, and stylized lovemaking ensues. It was a world away from Auburn’s Burtis Opera House. “The whole thing was like a scene from the Arabian Nights,” Dorothy wrote to Milly, only partly aware of what she was watching. Thinking back on it, she said that she and Ros were mystified when Mr. Underwood announced halfway through the ballet that he was taking them back to the hotel. They eventually overrode his concerns and stayed until the end. Even as an older woman, she was perplexed. “Something must have seemed indecent to him,” she said, “but I can’t imagine what it was.”
Dorothy and Ros lived for a brief time in a dark, narrow house at 5 Avenue de la Bourdonnais, the finishing school a block from the Seine where they studied French. The walls of the drawing room were crowded with prints and paintings in ornate gold frames. Mme Rey, who ran the school, was “an aristocrat to her fingertips,” Dorothy told her mother. She later described Madame as always wearing black dresses that had very high collars with little bones in them. The girls were more serious about their studies than they had been at Smith. Mme Rey had high expectations, and provided them with demanding teachers whom they described as the best in Paris. At the same time, they found “Madame” simple and kind, and she prepared delicious meals, especially on Sundays, when she served Parisian specialties like chestnut soufflé, which the girls considered “food for the gods.”
The three other students, who were younger, initially thought she and Ros were “eighteen and were amazed when they found out how ancient we are—I know they think we have one foot in the grave,” Dorothy wrote to her father. One of them, Nora, who was English, announced to them that all of the rich, vulgar American girls were marrying in to the English peerage for the titles, and that the men succumbed only because they needed the money to keep their estates going. Dorothy and Ros, irritated by her superciliousness—and by the truth of her charge—retorted in the best French they could muster. They had read E. M. Forster and Henry James, and they also must have thought of the true-life Miss Elkins, with her thwarted love for an Italian prince.
When they informed Mme Rey that they intended to explore the city by themselves, she threw up her hands, informing them that young ladies in France never stepped onto the sidewalk without a chaperone or maid. They explained that they had their parents’ permission, and she gave in. They took dictée, art, and history in the morning, studied for a few hours, and then got to know the city, accompanied by Walks in Old Paris. They often went around town in fiacres—horse-drawn carriages that jostled for space with automobiles, buses, bicyclists, and pedestrians. The pungent smells of old Paris didn’t bother them, but they never adjusted to the fleas in the straw at their feet; the bites lingered for weeks. “I know Cousin Josephine will take back her invitation when she sees me,” Dorothy wrote. Her mother’s cousin Josephine Beardsley had recently bought an estate in Cannes and had invited the girls to join Dorothy’s parents there for a visit that winter. Dorothy described three large welts on her face, “which makes me look as though I had some evil disease. . . . After a taxi ride the other day, I came in with twenty-eight bites!”
One day the two American women were in a narrow, crowded street, and their fiacre stopped as a cocher in front of them backed up his horse, knocking theirs down. “We were perfectly terrified, but didn’t dare get out, as you would surely get run over,” Dorothy wrote to her brother Douglas, “and then our poor horse got up, but the drivers began fighting, and got purple with rage, and the other pulled out his whip, and started to beat our man, who whipped up the horse, and as we flew on, he hurled awful curses at the other man. He chased us for about three blocks, both of them screaming . . . and people rushed to doors and windows to see the excitement, while we, by that time, over our fright, were howling, it was so funny. Imagine such a thing in New York!”
Soon she and Ros were escorting Mme Rey around town. The erudite businesswoman was uneasy on the modern streets of Paris. “She is so afraid of the crossings,” Dorothy wrote to Milly. “She scuttles across the streets just like Mother, and when she gets in the middle, screams and almost has hysterics, and then runs back to the same side!” On a rainy day in November, Dorothy and Ros took her with them to Amiens Cathedral. They all admired the lofty lines, the stained-glass windows, and the light, even on a gloomy day. They took a tour, and as they were descending some narrow stairs, the guide stopped to point out the ceiling. Dorothy wrote, “As my head went back, my hat dropped off—in my hurry I had come away without any hat pins.” On the roof, where they ventured out to examine the exterior from a different perspective, Madame, standing in a deep puddle with the rain pouring down, stopped the entire procession, to exclaim, “Ah, quelle belle simplicité!”
Dorothy and Ros went to the Rue de la Paix to see an exhibition of contemporary paintings. Matisse and Picasso by then were well-known friends and rivals. Years earlier, Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas had introduced them at their salon; Stein’s brothers, Leo and Michael, collected Matisse’s work and helped to get him noticed. At the early exhibitions of Matisse, Derain, Braque, and Vlaminck—the key figures in the Fauve movement—one historian wrote, “viewers would give vent to the most powerful emotions, sometimes almost coming to blows. . . .” In 1910 Matisse was still working in hectic hues. Dorothy wrote home: “The contrast after the Louvre was too much . . . all the most startling colors, with queer and bizarre subjects—and the drawing was like that of a little child.” Matisse, she declared, “thinks the only real art is the very simplest, with just two or three lines to express a figure.” Decades later, she regretted her conventional aesthetic taste and her failure to buy a few inexpensive paintings.
They also toured the Conciergerie, the former royal palace, where prisoners were held before being led to the guillotine. “It was really an awful place, and some how seemed more terrible than the dungeons we saw in Germany,” Dorothy wrote. “Poor Marie Antoinette lived in a tiny little cell, damp, and with practically no lights, and the contrast between that and Versailles seemed too awful—Madame told us all kinds of gruesome stories, and her husband’s grandfather and great grandmother were guillotined from there.”
On October 8, Rosamond’s twenty-third birthday, she took Dorothy and several others to tea at the Pré Catelan, a new restaurant in the Bois de Boulogne. Dorothy ordered a birthday cake for the evening festivities at the school, and they played “Up Jenkins” and “Hide the Thimble” with the other students and Mme Rey’s daughters, two unmarried women in their thirties, with as much zest as they had as ten-year-olds at the Underwoods’ house.
Dorothy, a typical pampered student abroad, was grateful to her father for funding her trip and assured him that she was taking advantage of all that Paris had to offer. At the same time, she couldn’t disguise her overwhelming desire to have a good time. She wrote to him, “You can’t imagine how happy and contented I am here, and Ros and I just hop along the streets,” before going on to describe their visit to the Palace of Fontainebleau. They were “much interested in Napoleon’s apartments—his marvelous throne room and the place where he signed his abdication—and all his gorgeous suites. It made his whole story seem so real and recent to see all his furniture, just as it was—and even his hat was there.”
When Madame Rey discussed Racine, Molière, and modern drama with her daughters, Dorothy admitted, she and Ros felt very ignorant. She pledged, “I am going to begin on ‘Le Cid’ immediately,” and she asked, “Please write me about American politics. I am very much interested—what do you think of Roosevelt?”
A few months earlier, Theodore Roosevelt—out of office and disaffected from the Republican Party for its lack of concern about “the plain people” and about the unchecked power of big business and party bosses—had given his “New Nationalism” speech in Osawatomie, Kansas. It was becoming the blueprint for his platform in the 1912 presidential election, when he would run as the head of his new Progressive Party against President William Howard Taft, Woodrow Wilson (by then governor of New Jersey), and the Socialist Eugene V. Debs. Roosevelt spoke about a square deal for the poor man, about the need for a strong federal government to regulate corporations, and about the world setting its face hopefully toward American democracy: “O my fellow citizens, each one of you carries on your shoulders not only the burden of doing well for the sake of your own country, but the burden of doing well and of seeing that this nation does well for the sake of mankind.”
This inspirational rhetoric struck a chord with Dorothy, especially as an American living abroad. She was becoming vaguely aware of the civic responsibilities that came with adulthood. But, like any skillful correspondent, she wrote with her audience in mind. Her father heard about history, literature, and politics. Douglas, a popular, self-indulgent man-about-town, was the recipient of the most amusing gossip. When she was addressing her mother or her sisters, she focused on domestic matters, fashion, and excursions.
In the fall, she and Ros moved across the Parc du Champs de Mars to a sunny, one-room apartment with a private bathroom, at 6 Avenue du Général Détrie. They were pleased with their choice, but, she wrote to her mother, “imagine our rage on discovering that we aren’t to have hot water! They still heat the water in the kitchen and bring it to you in tin pitchers.” And she professed to be shocked by the movers, who “looked like pirates, with red sashes, and funny little tasseled caps—They just threw things into baskets and then dumped them over here—nothing done up, or labeled—You simply can’t imagine the confusion and chaos which resulted.”
Nevertheless, they were on their own at last, and they came to be amused at how little the modish Parisians cared about comfort. One night they went to a party along with “the two demoiselles Rey” and the other girls from the school. There was a log fire burning in the salon, but before long, Dorothy felt a chill creeping up her spine, and her teeth began to chatter. She knew it would be rude to put on her coat, but she finally went out to retrieve the fur. When she returned, her hostess laughed and said, “It is easy to see that you are American!”
In another letter to her mother, she described the penetrating cold as a prelude to a request for some acquisitions for her wardrobe. Ros was getting a dressy lavender suit made. Dorothy asked only for a good cloth dress and a formal gown that would be useful at home as well as in Paris, then added, “I want you to answer this immediately, as I don’t wish to do any thing without consulting you.” Despite her high regard for her mother, she found her frugality and her sporadic letters exasperating. Few of Dorothy’s correspondents could keep up with her.
She wrote to Milly about the marvelous creations: “Dresses very scant, very short coats—and either hats which cover the whole head, like a skull cap—or perfectly enormous ones.” Paris, she was not the first to point out, “is the most cosmopolitan city.” Ros, who was almost as close to Milly as Dorothy was, wrote to her, too, in a tone of joking defensiveness: “I hope you won’t think that it has been my influence which has corrupted Dot—she tells me you all think her letters are society ‘journals,’ but believe me, she has made lots of progress with her French, in spite of it.”
During a rare quiet evening at Mme Rey’s, they were reading their mail when the maid brought in a visiting card: three friends from Auburn had arrived. “We let out one wild yell, and ran into the salon, and fell on their necks,” Dorothy wrote to her family, and “in a minute Madame appeared at the door, pale and trembling, for of course she thought some one was murdering us—not understanding the American expression of joy and surprise. Do you suppose when we are fifty—we will still scream like that?”
They had become friendly with the Howlands, two sisters and a brother they knew from home, whose aunt Emily was one of the country’s leading abolitionists and suffragists. The brother, infatuated with Ros, showered them with books and flowers and French chocolates. She didn’t reciprocate his affection, but they all went out companionably to expensive restaurants, the roller-skating rink, and the opera. On January 18, 1911, they went to see Isadora Duncan in her premiere performance of Orpheus at the Théâtre du Châtelet, with music from Gluck’s Orfeo ed Euridice. Duncan was already famous for her revolt against classical ballet and for her shocking private life. In 1909 she had run into Nijinsky in Venice. Reportedly, and perhaps in jest, she asked him to father her second child. Although she disliked the flamboyant sets of the Ballets Russes, she, too, had been dazzled by his 1910 performances in Paris. Several months later, the swashbuckling dilettante Paris Singer, an heir to the Singer sewing-machine fortune, fell instantly in love with her, and her second illegitimate baby was born in May 1910.
Dorothy thought Duncan’s performance was one of the loveliest things she had ever seen. She wrote to Milly, “The stage was absolutely bare—hung in soft brown draperies—and she was accompanied by a very fine orchestra. . . . She just simply floated around the stage, which was so simple that it looked like ordinary walking.” She thought, as others did, that Duncan “looked like the Winged Victory come to life—or a figure off a Greek coin—she danced entirely in bare feet, and it seemed perfectly natural, and quite different from the way the Russians did it. I never saw such an ovation . . . and such flowers!”
Before they left Paris in January 1911, Dorothy and Ros splurged, setting themselves up with suits, everyday dresses, and several evening gowns each—which, they told each other, would be perfect for Auburn’s formal events. This time Dorothy did not consult with her mother. One of her gowns was a closely fitted sleeveless blue satin with a very low neck and a long train; she had satin slippers dyed to match. Rosamond ordered a black velvet suit with a white fox collar and muff. “Oh, she was so beautiful in it,” Dorothy told her grandchildren. “I felt I couldn’t afford that, but I certainly enjoyed seeing her in it.”
—————————
In their final month in Europe, they made the long-anticipated trip to Cannes to stay with Dorothy’s rich relation, Josephine Beardsley Brown. Her parents already had arrived, and her father met them at the station. “I can tell you,” Dorothy wrote to Carrie-Belle, “the sight of Papa was the best thing I have seen abroad.”
Cousin Josephine, a lively, fun-loving cousin of Mrs. Woodruff, had grown up at Roselawn, an Italianate mansion on South Street in Auburn that backed onto Fort Hill Cemetery. When she was a baby, she was dropped by her nurse, which left her lame, and she walked with a cane. Josephine’s father, William Beardsley, Dorothy said, had been “a perfect dragon,” and he ruled his three daughters “with a rod of iron.” Although he put out the word in Auburn that, upon marriage, each of them would be given a Victorian house, he disinherited Josephine’s older sister Cora when she married someone he considered unworthy. Josephine didn’t marry until her father died. She was forty-nine.
William Beardsley would have been even more enraged by Josephine’s choice: Clement Brown was a tall, impressive-looking man with a Vandyke—but a mere clergyman, over a decade younger than she was, and “so poor,” according to Dorothy, “that he lived in a boarding house where he had to stuff one of his windows with an old cloth.”
Josephine and Clement showed Dorothy and Ros around their home, which they had bought only four months earlier. The main house was a palatial, half-timbered Queen Anne, flanked by sentries of towering palms. Off the Avenue du roi Albert, Villa Les Lotus had been built in 1883 by the duchess Albine de Persigny, wife of Louis Napoléon—ambassador to the court of Saint James. Josephine, in a tribute to her father’s legacy, called her new home Roselawn. “It seemed like a dream,” Dorothy wrote, to walk through the two-story entry hall, past the library and the billiard room with high, coffered ceilings, and to enter one of the grand salons and “find Mother and all the others—and a great crackling fire.”
When she woke up the next morning, she looked out the window at the aquamarine Mediterranean glinting in the sun. The view from the breakfast room was even better, and she was torn between gazing at the sea and at “the all-absorbing choice of jams.” The duchess had been an amateur botanist, and her plans for the gardens were influenced by a recent trip to Japan. She came back to Cannes with statuary and Japanese maples, along with various rare arboreal specimens. She also imported some wood and Japanese workers for the construction of her teahouse. She hired the French horticulturalist and landscape architect Édouard André to organize the nine-acre park. It had stretches of lawn interrupted by masses of junglelike palms and cacti, cedars, cypresses, magnolias, araucaria, fig trees, and eucalyptus.
The Browns employed twelve gardeners. “The mimosa trees are beyond adjectives,” Dorothy wrote, “but imagine great trees of goldenrod, with the sun on it—against a deep blue sky! It was almost intoxicating after our dull Paris skies—and the air is so soft and delicious.” The most remarkable flower bed contained dozens of varieties of flowers, all in various shades of red. When she got up the next day, the gardeners had changed the color scheme to all white. “Cousin Josephine,” as she later put it, “said that when the weather got warm in the spring, along about the end of May, the gardeners would roll up the lawn—and throw it away, I suppose.”
One day Ros and Dorothy went to Monte Carlo with the Woodruffs. It was a beautiful drive on the Corniche Road, winding high above the sea, through hill towns balanced on rocks, where all the houses were the same shade of gray, and then bright orange groves, which reminded Dorothy of a Maxfield Parrish picture. Far below the rocks was the jagged coastline, “with the blindingly white towns, standing out against the glorious sea.” At Monte Carlo they went to the casino, which she and Ros found disappointing: “the people were such an ordinary uninteresting-looking lot—and the decorations were so tawdry.”
Back at the villa, Josephine kept her company busy. “It has been as strenuous as Paris,” Dorothy commented, “with so many engagements, and a mortal terror of being late to meals,” which were served by footmen in striped waistcoats and short breeches. Every day they went out to drive in an open victoria with two men on the box and two horses done up in a dressy harness. “I never lived in such luxury and magnificence, and I can tell you—after a winter with a French family—I am ready to appreciate it.”
After their stay with the Browns, the Woodruffs and Ros went to Barcelona, where it was cold and rainy. Although the girls were excited to see their first “aeroplane” meet, they were tired of sightseeing, and Dorothy told Milly that they were desolate: “We didn’t see how we were going to put in the day.” Walking down the street with Mr. Woodruff, huddled under their umbrellas, they were approached by a portly man with a gray beard. He stepped up to her father and said, “You must be an American.” They chatted with him briefly, and then stopped in at a bank. When they came out, he was waiting for them on the sidewalk. He introduced himself as Mr. Stuart, “once from New York.” He told them he had lived in Barcelona for twenty-one years, “being driven over by domestic trouble!”
He invited them to his house, saying he had a few things that might interest them. “Papa said yes, so we puddled along behind,” Dorothy said, surprised by the unlikely encounter and by Mr. Woodruff’s courtesy to a peculiar stranger. Ros, who had withdrawn a significant amount of cash, whispered to Dorothy that she was sure he was going to rob them, as in stories they’d seen in the Herald about naive “Yankees.” He led them to Rambla de Catalunya in the Eixample, the best part of town, “and the minute we got inside, our eyes flew open,” Dorothy wrote. “It was like a very rich Oriental palace—and it was the last touch when his servant put a red fez on his head.”
The house was a maze of rooms overflowing with priceless works of art: “You never saw so many pictures in a private house—and such wonderful ones!” This time Dorothy admired the Rubens, along with the silk rugs on the walls and the Persian carpets on the floor. One room, “The Lounge of the Queen Regent,” had thirteen Goya tapestries, commissioned by the royal family.
Mr. Stuart, who was seventy-one, turned out to be William Whitewright Stuart, a graduate of Princeton and the son of a New York banker. He was a member of the Barcelona stock exchange but didn’t consider himself a businessman. He described himself as a painter and a mountaineer. When Dorothy’s father said they didn’t want to take up too much of his time, he assured them his only engagements for the day were his piano and reciting lessons. He liked to preside over salons and dinners to which he invited artists and dancers and the nobility of various countries. Often he entertained his guests by playing the piano and singing operettas in Spanish and Italian; one night he recited from Hamlet. “It was a very weird experience,” Dorothy concluded, but it made the sodden trip to Spain worth taking.
Then their year of travel, highbrow culture, and unlikely encounters was over. They were twenty-three years old and going home.
FERRY’S SCHEME
Ferry Carpenter and Nugget on Walnut Street, 1909
In 1912, when Ferry Carpenter set up Hayden’s first law practice, the town was a modestly thriving outpost of four hundred people or so, with three hotels; a Congregational church; a weekly newspaper, the Routt County Republican; two livery stables; three blacksmith shops; Emrich’s barbershop; two banks; two drugstores; two movie theaters; a surveyor’s office; two general-merchandise stores; Ernest Wagner’s saddle shop; and the Edison School, a two-story clapboard building with a big bell tower. The bell was rung not only to summon students but also to call parishioners to church and to issue fire alarms. John V. Solandt served as the doctor, veterinarian, and coroner. One of the two bathtubs in town was at the Hayden Inn; the other was at Emrich’s, where the cowboys lined up on Saturdays for occasional baths.
Hayden didn’t really need a lawyer, but Ferry didn’t want to disappoint his father. Besides, he believed that everyone should have an official job to subsidize what he really wanted to do—in his case, ranching. He rented a narrow lean-to on Walnut Street, abutting the Yampa Valley Bank. Ferry asked his Elkhead neighbor, a carpenter named Al Galloway, to put up a wall in back so he could have a bedroom in Hayden during the winter, when the commute to Oak Point was impossible. Responding to Ferry’s dual duties as lawyer and rancher, Galloway said, “I see, you’re going to bleed ’em up here, and breed ’em back there.” In the summer, Ferry rode to town each day—an extremely hilly round trip of twenty miles—on a Dayton bicycle he’d bought in Cambridge.
He didn’t have many clients at first, and his income averaged about $125 a month, over half of it from his fees as the town’s notary public. He spent many hours at the office talking to farmers, who liked to loaf and gossip in front of his stove while down the street their wives bartered eggs and cream for groceries. Influenced by the civic-spirited principles of Woodrow Wilson and by the work of the early settlers, Ferry became a prodigious community organizer. Among other activities, he joined the board of directors of the First National Bank of Hayden, and he persuaded the town board to replace the picturesque communal pump in the center of town with a proper water and sewage system.
The cattle business also took years to get fully established. In 1911 Ferry and Jack White owned ninety-three head of purebred Hereford cattle, which they raised and sold to other cattlemen, rather than running range cattle. They took their cue from the experience of the Colorado gold rush, knowing that it was usually not the miners who became wealthy but the merchants who sold them supplies and equipment.
The profession required some imaginative improvisations. In one of the early years, a big red shorthorn bull kept escaping from a homestead nearby and visiting their white-face heifers. Ferry and Jack made a couple of barbed-wire quirts. “We ran him home,” Ferry told an appreciative group of stockmen in 1967, “and by golly he beat us back again.” He had become a gifted storyteller, playing to his audiences, sometimes shamelessly. “We had to do something, and you’ll realize what it was. . . . We stretched him out, and then began to dispute which one would hold the knife. . . .” He went on to describe Jack’s mother as a lady who was fond of nice things; he said she had sent Jack some hardware for his cabin, including “a couple of glass doorknobs—which he got—and which the trespassing shorthorn bull went away with swinging.”
Although Oak Point was about as far from the world of eastern privilege and power as Ferry could have gotten, he continued to cultivate some of its best-known exemplars. At Harvard Law School, he had sought out Frederick Jackson Turner, a faculty member who sometimes invited him to his house on Sunday for tea or a meal. Carpenter admired Turner deeply but questioned some of his more retrograde views. In his Frontier Thesis, Turner had decreed that the West was “the meeting point between savagery and civilization.” And Ferry mentioned in a letter to Henry Bragdon, the Wilson biographer, that one evening in Cambridge, Turner rebuked his daughter, who had tried to contradict one of them. “Women’s minds,” Turner remarked, “are like the Platte River—a mile wide and a foot deep.”
In Hayden, Ferry sporadically corresponded with Turner, writing entertainingly about his law cases, the coming of the Moffat Road, his progress in the cattle business, and the violent wars between cattlemen and sheep men over grazing rights. The battles had been fought throughout the West since the 1870s. Most of the ranchers in Routt County raised cattle, and they deplored sheep, which overgrazed, gnawing the grass down to the dirt, and polluted the streams where the cattlemen watered their herds. As Ferry put it, “The Sheep. Always we live in fear & hatred of them. In Wyoming on our north & Utah on our West they reign supreme & look across the line with covetous eyes on our green grass.”
In October 1913, writing from Oak Point, Ferry asked Turner to recommend some new histories and biographies: “You see I’m away from the land of books, but I haven’t lost my taste for them.” He then described his job. One of his clients was a homesteader who was fighting the government to retain rights to the coal on his land. The case unfolded over three days and an evening in the town hall, the settlers cheering Ferry on. He wrote, “a crowd set out to tar & feather the Gov. Attorney who was representing the Interior Dep’t—I still think it was the good looking lady stenographer whom he brot in who saved his hide.” During the District Court’s spring term, he represented a horse thief, whom he convinced to plead guilty. With his wife and baby in the court, the thief was sentenced to fourteen months to two years in the penitentiary, “much to the natives’ disgust.” Ferry’s compassion, though, crept in between the lines. “I got to know the man very well & his Family & saw that his crime was only his futile effort to get even with some spiteful neighbors.” In the previous term, he had prosecuted a right-of-way case against the railroad and had gotten his client a hundred dollars per acre for the three acres taken, plus a thousand dollars in damages. There was a note of pride from the twenty-seven-year-old attorney: “first time I ever faced a jury.”
The Moffat Road was just about to reach Hayden, and Carpenter’s clients had faced a “run of troubles.” One man’s irrigation ditch had been stopped up by the railroad, and he wanted an immediate injunction. The stage driver was demanding a redress after an automobile ran the mail coaches off the grade. The sawmill had shut down, and the company couldn’t pay some of the men, so a lien had to be filed. “So it goes,” he noted, “but always a little story out of real life & I like it.”
The ranch was growing, and although his crops had been short that year and hay was expensive, he had managed to raise an impressive array of vegetables. He was ready for the winter, with a cellar full of two tons of potatoes, beets, and turnips; thirty-six quarts of rhubarb, twenty quarts of strawberry jam, and a little peach butter. He loaned his rifle to a neighbor, who had shot a buck, so he was sure of some jerked deer meat. He concluded his letter to Turner, “Well, guess I’d better roll in—I think of you all every now & again, taking a sup of tea in your parlour & I’d like mighty well to throw in with you, but seeing I can’t you’d all better figure on going this way to the 1915 [Panama-California] Exposition & dropping off here on the Bear River & getting a first hand look at the way we try to knock the rough edges off these old Rocky Mountains & farm them.”
—————————
Ferry was far from the guileless cowboy he liked people to think he was, a fact that didn’t escape his neighbors. Respectful of his education and cleverness, they asked him to address an enduring challenge they all faced: the absence of eligible young women. In Elkhead, there was not a single one. It wasn’t a community—just an agglomeration of isolated homesteaders. On Saturday nights, cowboys gathered at the cabin of Mr. and Mrs. George Murphy, an older couple who had been among the first pioneers in Elkhead. Mrs. Murphy, a plump, hospitable woman, cooked hearty meals for her company and talked longingly about building a schoolhouse, as other settlers had in their own locales, where children could get a good education and neighbors could gather for dances, picnics, church, and Christmas celebrations.
A solution occurred to Ferry that would solve both the cowboys’ problems and Mrs. Murphy’s: Elkhead was too far from Hayden for the homesteaders’ children to go to school there. He realized that if Elkhead created its own district and school board, they could recruit new teachers every year or two—supplying the children with instruction, the residents with a community center, and the cowboys with a steady influx of prospective brides. What was more, the area contained valuable undeveloped anthracite coalfields, partly owned by what he called “unlimited eastern capital.” When he and his neighbors organized, Carpenter said, “it was easy to vote a tax or bond issue or anything we wanted.” Most of the homesteaders paid no taxes on their land, since they didn’t have title to it yet—the costs were borne by a few Colorado landowners and the unknowing eastern capitalists.
As for the women they expected to attract, he once told a writer for the Saturday Evening Post, “We did not want strays. We had serious matrimonial intentions, and we decided that young, pretty schoolteachers would be the best bet of all.” The Republican reported on August 5, 1910, that Carpenter had been out in the hills pressing the case for a separate district: “Come on school marms. Some nice-looking ranchmen up here. Now is your chance.” The petition for the new district indicated that there were forty-four school-age children in Elkhead.
George Smith, who was then the county commissioner of schools as well as the owner of the Republican, called a meeting at the Murphys’ house the following April, to form District 11. Twenty-five people attended, the paper reported, and “a bountiful dinner was provided by Mrs. Murphy.” Smith presided over the election of board members. Because of the size of the district—226 square miles—the group agreed to build two schoolhouses rather than one.
Those original schools in Elkhead—one on the Adair ranch and the other, the Dry Fork school, where Bull Gulch drained into Dry Fork Creek—were ill-equipped, drafty cabins, and they operated mostly in the summer months, whenever a teacher could be convinced to venture into the hills. Carpenter had something more ambitious in mind: a large, consolidated school that would provide a nine-month term and an education comparable to what urban children received at the best public schools. He was initiating a process in his neighborhood that was under way across the country: to raise and standardize the quality of teaching in rural areas, which was notoriously inferior to that of large, well-equipped urban schools. The state was aware of the dismal conditions in remote regions: education officials handed out postcards picturing six decrepit one-room schools, with the caption, “A National Disgrace.”
For five years Carpenter, along with Paroda Fulton, the secretary of the Elkhead board, and their neighbors doggedly worked toward building one of the best schools in Routt County. Fulton had grown up in Mt. Ayre, Iowa, and gone to Drake University in Des Moines. She moved to Colorado in 1906 to teach school in Hayden and in the Little Snake River Valley near the town of Craig. Two years later, she married Charlie Fulton, who had been homesteading on Dry Fork since 1901. Until the arrival of Dorothy and Ros, and a teacher named Iva Rench from Muncie, Indiana, Paroda Fulton and Ferry Carpenter were the only college graduates in Elkhead.
On May 15, 1915, the Republican reported, after “much hot air and high flown oratory was indulged in, the district voted $5,000 in bonds to erect a fine central school house.” Carpenter asked his sister Ruth to put out the word among her friends in New York, and according to his account, an advertisement was placed in a teachers’ magazine, which described a superb school in the virgin hills. Promising generous pay, it said that no candidate would be considered without a recent photograph.
Like any good raconteur, Carpenter was fond of embellishments, and one of his most popular stories was his roguish account of how Dorothy Woodruff and Rosamond Underwood came to be hired. As the applications for the jobs arrived, he said during a talk in Denver about his early experiences in Routt County, Jack White would call him on the one-wire telephone that was strung along the fence posts all the way down to Hayden, and report, “ ‘We got another one—it’s a blonde,’ and I’d say, ‘Pin ’em up on the logs above the sink.’ . . . Bye and bye it was halfway around the cabin with really flattering beautiful young ladies.” The cowboys would drop by and study the photos, and when it came time to vote, they all had strong opinions. “So we decided we’d have a pure democracy,” Carpenter said, “all the electors would decide.”
When the cowboys couldn’t reach an agreement, he pulled out a letter from two girls in Auburn, New York. “They went to Smith College and had traveled abroad and had many advantages that many of the local people hadn’t had,” he said. “But they didn’t have one advantage, we later discovered—they didn’t have a Colorado teacher’s license.” He laughed heartily, and the audience joined in. “We didn’t think about that in those days.” Nor did he worry that they had no experience as teachers, and “in fact had never done any work for pay.”
He recalled that Charlotte Perry, the sister of his best friend, Bob, had graduated from Smith in 1911. He called Bob to “get a line on” the two women. Bob, a dapper thirty-one-year-old graduate of Columbia’s engineering school, was the supervisor of the Moffat mine—owned by his father, Samuel M. Perry, a leading industrialist in Denver. The mine, forty-five miles southeast of Hayden, outside a town called Oak Creek, was named after Perry’s friend and business partner, David Moffat, who built the railroad over the Continental Divide. Bob called Charlotte and immediately got back to Ferry. Bob was “excited when he called me,” Carpenter said, his own voice rising and his drawl becoming more pronounced, “He said: ‘Don’t overlook one of them! She was voted the best-looking girl in the junior class of Smith College! Don’t let her get away from you!’ ”
Early on the morning after the teachers arrived, Ferry got a call from Bob, who was at the Hayden depot and wanted to know what the teachers looked like. Frustrated by his friend’s inconclusive reply, Bob told Ferry he would meet him at the inn. When Ferry got there, he wrote in his autobiography, half a dozen men, including Bob, “were standing around admiring them. I could see by the glazed look on Bob’s face as he stared at Rosamond that he was already smitten.” Bob, knowing that Ferry often delivered letters and packages to his neighbors in Elkhead, took him aside and said, “Watch her mail. Let me know if some man is writing her.” Carpenter omitted a key detail in his account: he, too, couldn’t stop staring at Rosamond. As his son Ed recalled, “The question was, who’s gonna win her, Ferry or Perry?”
DEPARTURE
Postcard of South Street in Auburn, New York, early 1900s
Soon after Dorothy and Ros returned from Europe, the appeals of bridge parties and automobiling began to wane, and in 1911 they went to stay in New York City for several months. They saw it as another adventure; their parents hoped that through connections in the city, they would encounter some men who might meet with their approval. At the Webster, a small hotel off Fifth Avenue on West Forty-fifth Street, they rented a suite with a sitting room, a large double bedroom, and a bath, for which their parents paid six dollars a day. Ros, who acquired admirers everywhere she went, was pursued by Charlie Hickocks, a lawyer for a shipping company. He had his own brownstone and frequently took her out, with Dorothy going along “as baggage.” Although they were polite to him, privately they made fun of his odd looks and affectations, with Dorothy taking the lead. He had an unusually long neck topped by a very long, thin face. “We thought he was a regular ‘Miss Nancy,’ ” she said. “He had his linen all embroidered with his initials and that kind of thing. Needless to say, Rosamond wasn’t interested in him.”
Back at home, they entertained guests at South and Fort streets, visited friends in other cities, and dallied with young men. For a few years Ros strung along another New Yorker, a lawyer named Billy, who expected to marry her, and whom she apparently saw as her default option if no one more exciting presented himself. The other men who pursued them were mostly studying at the Auburn Theological Seminary, which trained Presbyterian ministers. One of the most prestigious divinity schools in the country, it was headed by Allen Macy Dulles—the father of Secretary of State John Foster Dulles. Allen Dulles was a friend of Dorothy’s parents, who considered the seminary a good source of suitors. Although her sister Carrie-Belle had married one of the seminarians several years earlier, Dorothy was scornful of the type. She wrote to Anna from Cortina about a guest in the hotel: “There is a queer looking youth with long, black greasy hair—and he looked just like the worst of the seminary students.”
In their spare time, influenced by two generations of Auburn feminists and by their time at Smith, Dorothy and Ros supported Jane Addams’s Hull House and advocated women’s suffrage. They became members of the Cayuga County Political Equality Club, and in good weather, they stood on soapboxes in Owasco. In 1914 they organized a meeting at Suffrage Headquarters in the Woman’s Union. Dorothy introduced the speaker, Mrs. Theodore M. Pomeroy of Buffalo, who talked about her work as a national officer of the club and explained why she was a suffragist. Mrs. Pomeroy described canvassing house-to-house and running meetings all over the city, so that women would be ready when their time came to vote. Thousands of women were attending, she said, immigrants included. In the future, “a mother who can instruct her sons in public questions will have more influence than another interested in a new hat. There is a psychological change in the world: in ages past women labored beside the men; then she came to be confined to house duties; now is the age of machinery, and woman’s work has been taken away from her.” She urged her audience to consider that when one thing goes out of your life, you must find another to replace it, and she reminded them that women had “especial interest in educational, health, and corrective departments of work.” When tea was served, “Miss Underwood poured, assisted by Miss Woodruff.”
By the spring of 1916, seven years out of college and not yet married, they began to think unenthusiastically about returning to New York City to pursue some kind of social work. They were “in this troubled state,” as Dorothy put it, when an unusual opportunity presented itself. In April, Emily Callaway, the leading lady of the Jefferson Stock Company, was in town to rehearse for the summer season. Callaway, another Auburn girl, was a 1906 Wellesley graduate who had a letter of introduction to Rosamond from one of William Seward’s grandsons. Ros’s mother invited her to tea, and Ros and Emily began to talk about how difficult it was for women of their background to find absorbing and useful work.
Callaway mentioned that just that day, she had heard from a Wellesley friend, Ruth Carpenter Woodley, who had an adventure-some brother named Ferry Carpenter. She described his background and told Ros and Dorothy that he had worked with his neighbors for five years to build a consolidated schoolhouse in the Elkhead mountain range. Her brother was a man of vision, Ruth wrote to Emily, and he had asked her to look around New York for two young female college graduates who would consider teaching out there for a year or two.
Mrs. Underwood knew that Rosamond felt constricted in her life at home, and as Callaway spoke, she saw her daughter’s animated response. She was not surprised to hear Ros say, “I’d like to try it myself, if my best friend and classmate from Smith, Dorothy Woodruff, would go with me.” Ros rushed to the telephone to call Dorothy, asking her, “How would you like to go out to Colorado and teach school? You must come over immediately. We’ve got to talk about this!”
Within minutes Dorothy was at the door. On her brisk walk over, she had made her decision. They plied Callaway for more information and got Mrs. Woodley’s address from her so they could write to express their interest. Nonetheless, Dorothy anticipated her family’s alarm: “No young lady in our town,” she later recalled, “had ever been hired by anybody.”
A few years earlier, Ros had gone to a resort in Hot Springs, Arizona, to recover from a bronchial infection, and she had loved the informality and open spaces of the West. But neither woman knew much about the rigors of life in the Rockies. Their sense of the westward expansion came largely from Elinore Pruitt Stewart’s Letters of a Woman Homesteader, serialized in the Atlantic Monthly several years earlier and then published as a book—now a classic of life on the frontier. They had been riveted by Stewart’s account of living by her wits far from any urban center. Stewart wrote about a camping trip in December near her homestead in Burnt Fork, Wyoming: “Our improvised beds were the most comfortable things; I love the flicker of an open fire, the smell of the pines, the pure, sweet air, and I went to sleep thinking how blest I was to be able to enjoy the things I love most.”
This, to Ros and Dorothy, was true romance. Stewart and her resourceful neighbor, Mrs. O’Shaughnessy, were roused by a long, haunting wail. Stewart thought it was the cry of a panther, but upon investigating, they found that it was a girl in a new loggers’ encampment, in the throes of a difficult childbirth. The clearing consisted of two homes. Both husbands had been gone for two weeks, to collect their wages and some supplies. The women helped the girl deliver her baby, and when they realized that the families would have nothing for Christmas, they returned to Stewart’s house and prepared a bundle of presents. For the children, they made paper birds, butterflies, and flowers; apples; and candies from fondant. For the new mother: oatmeal, butter, cream, and eggs, and a petticoat. They went back and decorated one of the empty cabins with pine boughs and a Christmas tree lit with candles. Everyone was enchanted. “We all got so much out of so little,” Stewart wrote. “I will never again allow even the smallest thing to go to waste.”
Their job applications submitted, Dorothy and Ros began to imagine themselves in a role much like Stewart’s. Letters flew back and forth between them and Mrs. Woodley, who wrote that the train ride from Denver to Hayden was the most scenic trip in the country, and she described the beautiful hills of “Elkhead country,” with the tallest of the Rockies visible in the distance. She downplayed the hardships and stretched the truth, assuring them that “from August till Dec. the weather will be glorious, cold nights and mornings but fine in the daytime. From Dec. till April the snow will be heavy and the weather cold. Everyone skis or snow-shoes and go on [bobsleds] when the roads are open. . . . If you are delicate, don’t undertake it, but a girl of ordinary strength who likes out-door life and doesn’t mind a few discomforts will get along beautifully.”
The teachers, she noted, must be able to teach domestic science—“adapted to rural life, with canning etc. and some practical manual training for boys would be a help. Home Decoration would be a wonderful thing and really anything is acceptable that would enrich their lives.” The domestic-science movement was led by middle-class women who had no maids or kitchen help, who believed that bringing modern methods of cleaning and cooking into the home would lead not only to greater freedom for them but also to curing the social scourges of alcoholism, disease, and even poverty. Mrs. Woodley said she had “refrained from enthusing,” because she wanted the girls to know the conditions they would be confronting, but added that if they “would like to catch a glimpse of one of the last of our fast disappearing frontiers, I’d urge you to try it.”
As for safety, she said that she spent much of her time in Elkhead, and there was little danger, “except what is always present when one lives in a primitive way. I mean you might be thrown from your horse, or you might let a log of wood fall on your foot etc.,” but she added that these were nothing compared to “the liability of being run down by an auto” or driving one. Ruth advised them not to promise their parents that no harm could come to them. They should instead say that they would “live a life considerably freer of dangers than in Auburn, and a much more rugged, healthy one.” In mid-June, Dorothy and Ros learned that two of their top competitors for the job had dropped out, “owing to parental objections.”
Another of Ferry Carpenter’s recruiters was Miriam Heermans, an old friend of Ruth’s from Evanston and Wellesley, who in 1912, at Carpenter’s and Ruth’s urging, had taught at one of the first schoolhouses in Elkhead for five months; Ruth stayed with Miriam on the Adair ranch, where the school was located. Miriam wrote to Ros and Dorothy on June 11, saying that she thought the jobs were probably theirs as long as their parents weren’t adamantly opposed. Dorothy mailed Heermans’s note to Ros, who was out of town for a few days, writing on the bottom of the letter: “Sounds like business—doesn’t it! . . . I am awfully excited—I think I’d better acknowledge this—and hope I won’t put my foot in. I shall say I think our parents can be managed.”
Carpenter replied to Miriam on June 15, saying that he might be willing to take a chance on “those Auburn girls,” but he wanted to know, “Will they take the grief that goes with such a job and have they the pep to shed it off and go right on like nothing happened? What education have they? Let me hear from you and tell them to write direct to me at once.” He added that if she had “any doubt about their having the necessary gimp in them to handle this job why let them drop right now.”
Miss Heermans indiscreetly sent Carpenter’s note to Dorothy, saying, “He is really not as illiterate as this sounds but has merely fallen into the Elkhead dialect!”
Dorothy wrote a long letter to Carpenter, earnestly describing their education, their travels, and their social work before admitting, “You see this may not offer much specialized training for the Elkhead work—but we shall do as much as possible before we leave—we are very anxious to try this position & will do our best to fill the requirements. You may be sure that we would expect to stick it out—whatever our experiences might be.” Indicating their seriousness of purpose, she asked whether the school was equipped with good blackboards, books, and maps of the world and the state of Colorado, and she said they would like to see any information he had about the subjects they would be teaching.
He sent a wire confirming their employment, but the following week, their preparations were abruptly halted. War with Mexico appeared imminent, after Pancho Villa and several hundred of his men attacked a U.S. Army garrison in Columbus, New Mexico. President Wilson ordered the mobilization of tens of thousands of National Guardsmen, one of whom was Ros’s older brother, Kennard Underwood. He had just made second lieutenant in Company M, and the Underwoods did not want two of their children far from home in potentially dangerous circumstances. Dorothy and Ros reluctantly sent a telegram to Carpenter saying that, under the circumstances, they had to refuse the position.
Then Wilson changed his mind. Preoccupied with the escalating war in Europe and the increasing bitterness between the U.S. and Germany, he initiated a mediation commission to negotiate the terms for a withdrawal. For the second time, the girls were told they could go. The school year was to begin in early August, and worried that in the interim Carpenter might have chosen two other teachers, Dorothy sent him a telegram on July 5, saying they were available after all, if the jobs weren’t taken. Two days later, she heard back: POSITIONS OPEN AND YOU MAY CONSIDER YOURSELVES HIRED WILL WRITE.
Ros typed a businesslike letter to Ferry, reiterating Dorothy’s request for information about the state syllabus and what books and supplies the school had. In response to a question from Carpenter about their living situation in Elkhead, she said they would rather board with a family than stay in a cabin by themselves. He replied that the district furnished all books and supplies, and said the school had a piano and would soon have a phonograph and records, which would be moved from one of the summer schools some miles away. It was a big project, he explained, to consolidate several tiny schools into one for a community that was so widely spread out.
The Princeton and Harvard man tailored his correspondence to “Miss Underwood” and “Miss Woodruff” to appeal to their ideals about teaching and to their excitement about a clean, active life in the Rockies. He told them about three Elkhead pupils who had just been to his cabin for dinner “and wanted to know all about you—I truly envy you the chance to be with those kids, as everything to them is a seven day wonder.” He recommended that they read John Dewey’s Schools of To-morrow, adding that although the conditions in Elkhead were unlike those in the urban schools Dewey wrote about, his philosophy of education should nonetheless apply: “learning by doing,” rather than by rote teaching and the rod.
Given Carpenter’s expectations for the school, he was surprisingly unconcerned about the new teachers’ lack of credentials. Dorothy and Ros didn’t begin to think in practical terms until after they were hired. Then, Dorothy said, “It began to frighten us very much. We’d realized what we’d done. We knew not the slightest thing about teaching, absolutely nothing.” Addressing their anxiety about domestic science, they made themselves dresses from foulard, a twill-weave silk, which, Rosamond said, “we thought were handsome.”
Cayuga County’s blue bloods were shocked by the news. SOCIETY GIRLS GO TO WILDS OF COLORADO, the Syracuse Daily Journal declared on July 24. “Forsaking their beautiful homes . . . for the life of a school teacher . . . the Misses Rosamond Underwood and Dorothy Woodruff, leading society girls, left for Hayden. The announcement of the departure for the lonely place in the heart of the Elkhart [sic] Mountains, 18 miles from a railroad station, surprised society when it became known today. Both have figured prominently in the many social events which have taken place in this city in the last few years.”
The women agreed that Ros would teach the older children, grades six through twelve. Dorothy, who was unsure about her skills in Latin and mathematics, would take grades one through five. They hired a teacher in Auburn to help them review some basic mathematics, and went to Ithaca to consult a rustic-schools expert at Cornell University. Dorothy also visited the school superintendent in Auburn, who referred her to a teacher named Miss LeMay, from whom she received instruction on what she could hope to accomplish in a large class with widely different ages and abilities. Miss LeMay supplied her with a stack of books, “so I felt I at least had something to put my teeth into when I arrived,” Dorothy said.
As always, their wardrobes were a consuming issue, but their needs were different now. Ruth Woodley wrote a nine-page letter to Ros instructing her what to bring. She recommended a divided riding skirt with knickers underneath. It unbuttoned front and back while on horseback, and it became an ordinary skirt when buttoned back up upon dismounting. She warned against buying an English riding habit—coat and knickers—because it “shocks the sensibilities of the natives.” Long woolen underwear, good heavy shoes, rubber overshoes, a slicker, and galoshes were essential. She said that she always wore last year’s clothes—a simple shirtwaist or two of light flannel and a skirt and a serge dress, plus a couple of summer dresses. “You will find laundry quite a problem,” she said. “The last few years I’ve done my own.” A week later, she added a bathing suit and bedding to the list, mentioning that they couldn’t expect the standard of cleanliness to which they were accustomed. They forgot to buy the long woolen underwear but otherwise did exactly as she advised, sending away to Abercrombie & Fitch in New York for tweed riding suits with divided skirts. They also packed their fur coats.
As their date of departure approached, Carpenter wrote to say that they would have to take the Routt County teachers’ examinations, which consisted of questions in twelve subjects, though he did not specify which ones. They would take the tests in Steamboat Springs in August, soon after classes started. Ros anxiously asked him to send copies of tests from earlier years, so they could prepare. He wrote back offhandedly, “Don’t let those exams worry you at all for they’re easy.”
In his final letter, he described his trip on horseback to the scattered cabins that comprised Elkhead. One of the places he visited was a spot that “we call Little Arkansas, where they live on porcupine and bear cabbage and the quakers [quaking aspen] are so thick you can hardly ride thru from one place to another.” He said there would be about thirty “head”—referring to pupils, not cattle. Until then, Dorothy and Ros hadn’t been fully struck by the audacity and strangeness of their undertaking.
HELL HILL
Gore Canyon, Moffat Road, between 1907 and 1913
In Denver on July 27, as Dorothy and Ros boarded the train at the Moffat Depot, a man lifted their suitcases onto a brass luggage rack in the parlor car. There were facing leather lounge chairs near the back, with little tables between. They sat down and tried to work, but the dozen other people on the journey across the Great Divide made no effort to conceal their curiosity about the two young women. Dorothy wrote to her family the next morning from the Hayden Inn, “We were soon all bosom friends.” The rapidly changing landscape was rejuvenating after the monotonous plains of the previous days. They soon left behind the soot and crowds of Denver, and the rolling brown prairie gave way to green foothills. They passed some farms and homes, then wound toward a high, broad mesa—the start of the Front Range. The air was clean and cooler as the pine forests began to thicken. The sky was a brilliant azure rarely seen in the East.
The train snaked up along the wide ridges. Then, suddenly, they were surrounded by spires and ledges of stone and passed through the first of thirty-three tunnels that had been blasted through the hard rock. The tracks were toylike beside jagged sand-colored cliffs that rose abruptly on one side, close to the train window, and chasms that dropped away on the other. The first canyon, Coal Creek, was followed by South Boulder. When they walked out to the observation platform, they saw valleys occasionally open up and rapids churning against the rocks far below. Dorothy wrote, “The altitude didn’t bother us a bit—and although there was some snow—they all said they never saw so little—due to this intense heat.” The trip would not have been advisable for anyone with vertigo or claustrophobia or a lack of faith in the technological advances that had made possible the building of the railroad. The Devil’s Slide Trestles, two in a row, were built directly into the side of the mountain. The canyon floor was over a thousand feet below. The switchbacks were so extreme in some spots that when the locomotive rounded a bend, the train virtually folded in two. Ros wrote, “we hung out of the window and off the observation platform—talked to everyone in the car and found many interesting people—got as many side lights on the country as possible.” The Moffat Road, Dorothy commented, “seems to be something of a joke—with its one train and delays—but long before we arrived I thought it was the most gigantic accomplishment I ever saw. We went through and over sheer rock, high mountains, & superb canyons—and I can’t imagine how they ever did it.”
They weren’t the only ones to be astonished at the achievement. As an early historian of Colorado wrote, the building of the line “attracted the attention of engineers and scientists throughout the world.” David Moffat’s railroad, like so much of what they were already experiencing, represented a triumph of will and perseverance over prudence. It was also widely seen as a lifeline to people fighting to survive in Routt County—the difference, over the long term, between penury and a decent living. Ros and Dorothy learned more from the other passengers and, subsequently, from Carpenter, about the extraordinary man behind the railroad.
—————————
David Moffat arrived in Denver from Omaha, Nebraska, at the age of twenty on March 17, 1860. He had entered into a partnership with a man who supplied him with three drivers, two wagons, and enough paper and books to open a stationery store on Larimer Street. Moffat intended to return home to New York after he had made $75,000, a small fortune at the time. Instead, he broadened his endeavors over the next four decades to include banking (he rose from cashier to president of the First National Bank of Denver); mining (he came to own more than a hundred mines); streetcars (he was treasurer of two companies); and railroads (he had interests in at least nine of them).
In 1867 Moffat, along with former territorial governor John Evans, and William Byers, the owner of the Rocky Mountain News, joined investors from the East to form the Denver Pacific Railway, the first railroad into the city. Denver had been bypassed by the first transcontinental railroad—a joint undertaking of the Union Pacific and the Central Pacific, completed in 1869, which had chosen the less risky northern route through Cheyenne, Wyoming. This caused Thomas Durant, the vice president of Union Pacific, to gleefully announce that Denver was “too dead to bury.” He underestimated Coloradans’ faith in their state’s future. The Denver Pacific connected Denver to Cheyenne and the national rail system, and it brought the city back from its post–gold rush slump.
Moffat was described by a friend as “quiet, unpretentious, lovable, a man of patience and courtesy” who “never spoke ill of anyone.” Lovable he may have been, but his drive and political connections matched those of his rapacious eastern counterparts, E. H. Harriman and Jay Gould, and later, Gould’s son George. Moffat also knew more than they did about Colorado’s varied terrain and hidden riches, and his greatest ambition was to build his own transcontinental railroad, which would cross the Continental Divide.
One of Moffat’s key backers was Sam Perry, the father of Ferry Carpenter’s friend Bob. Perry, a director of the Denver Tramway Company, owned several coal mines and a great deal of land and some other businesses in Routt County. A railroad over the Rockies and into the Yampa Valley, he and Moffat believed, would mean an end to the isolation of residents to the west of the Rockies: prosperity for the mine owners, ranchers, strawberry growers, and tourism entrepreneurs; and vastly more power and profits for whoever managed to build the line. It also meant that Harriman and Gould would be denied access to some of the most valuable and stunning land in the United States.
Moffat continued investing in railroads until, in June 1902, portly and bald at sixty-two years old, he announced his plan to create a standard-gauge “air line”—the shortest, straightest route possible—over the Rocky Mountains. There were already narrow-gauge railroads in the Rockies. But Moffat’s was the first standard gauge: its eighty-pound steel rails would be four feet, eight and a half inches apart, rather than three feet, made for bigger engines that could haul heavy cargo. Moffat was by then one of the richest men in Colorado. After two months in New York, he told the Times that he had completed the financing of his railroad. He promised it would reduce the travel time between Denver and San Francisco by twenty-four hours.
He intended to build the Denver, Northwestern & Pacific Railway, dubbed the Moffat Road, north and northwest from Denver to Salt Lake City. His decision to connect the two cities, he disingenuously told the Times, was not “for the purpose of entering into a competitive field or for the purpose of making another road to the Pacific Coast.” It was simply to form “a link in the railroad chain.” Moffat’s road would join the San Pedro, Los Angeles and Salt Lake Railroad in Salt Lake City, which would run from there to southern California and thus “become a transcontinental proposition.” Incensed at this taunt, Harriman and Gould prevented Moffat from using Union Station in Denver as his terminus, but Moffat built his own depot several blocks west.
The Moffat Road is still the highest standard-gauge railroad ever built in North America. Although Moffat was not easily discouraged, his years of experience did not prepare him for the expense and technical challenges of the undertaking. Gunpowder and twenty tons of TNT were used along the route to bore into the rock, but the longer tunnels also required the use of electric drills, air drills, and “up-right boiler” steam drills. At some locations, the granite was rotten and difficult to prop up with timber. Although teams of Chinese, Italian, and Scandinavian muckers shoveled dirt out of the tunnels and hauled it away in wheelbarrows and horse-drawn carts and wagons, there never seemed to be enough of them.
The railroad’s chief locating engineer, based in Denver, was H. A. Sumner. His greatest quandary as he plotted the sinuous path—nothing like the straight air line Moffat had pledged—was how best to tackle the treacherous stretch that rose to the summit, Rollins Pass, at 11,600 feet, and down the west side to Idlewild (now Winter Park). The workers called it “Hell Hill” and referred to five particularly tight switchbacks on the east side as the “Giant’s Ladder.” Sumner said of his task, “The battle of Gettysburg was a Quaker meeting by comparison.” Moffat regarded Hell Hill as a temporary branch line to be used for several years to shuttle workers and equipment as well as tourists, cattle, and coal, across the Divide, until he could raise the money needed to complete a six-mile tunnel through James Peak. On maps, the route looks like a line drawn by a palsied madman.
Sumner’s teams worked from both sides of the mountain. One of the parties on the west side was led by an imperturbable engineer, a husband and father of five, named J. J. Argo, who kept a record of his men’s progress. They worked through two winters, hauling their tents, camp stoves, food, and surveying equipment on sleds from one location to the next. Arctic temperatures, blizzards, and drifting snow were daily occurrences from September through June. The wind blew some places clear of snow, but at many cuts, it was as deep as two hundred feet. They dug themselves out with shovels. When they suffered from snow blindness, they rubbed slices of raw potatoes on their eyelids at night, and they tried to deflect the glare during the day by lining their eyes with charcoal.
At Gore Canyon, the men at the top rappelled down the cliff, drove steel pitons into the rock, and attached ropes, prompting Sumner to refer to them as “Argo’s Squirrels.” The workers below chopped down trees and made sixteen-foot sections of logs, which they floated down the Grand River. These were lifted out and attached to the ropes at the lower end, creating footbridges that swayed in the heavy winds. The workers, clearing a path to lay down a roadbed for the train, stood on the bridges as they drilled holes for dynamite with handheld star drills. Argo wrote in his diary one June day, “Built foot bridges in afternoon along bluffs. Hoklas fell in river and narrowly escaped drowning.”
Newspaper reports described a worker whose arm was amputated; another lost both eyes. One man died after a mule kicked him in the head. Rockslides were common, carrying away workers and filling tunnel portals. In the summer of 1905, the construction crews at the top of the Divide had to work furiously to get two miles of snowsheds built in order to protect the most exposed tracks before the heaviest snows and winds descended. The workers’ quarters were flimsier shacks attached to the sheds.
Once the freight trains started running, they required four state-of-the-art Mallet locomotives, designed by a Swiss engineer, run in tandem with “hogs,” the second-most powerful engines, to get them up the mountain. Even when paired with gigantic rotary snowplows, the locomotives were defeated by storms and avalanches, which occasionally sent cars hurtling off the side of the mountain. Remarkably, no passenger was ever killed on the Moffat Road, although many were stranded at the summit for days or even weeks, waiting for the blizzards to subside and unprotected sections of the tracks to be cleared. There was at least one birth at Rollins Pass during a delay. The expense of snow removal accounted for 40 percent or more of the railroad’s operational costs. One man recalled getting stuck at the top as a child: “They brought some Chinese in to shovel the snow. It was impossible. The big [rotary] snowplow chewed up two or three of the Chinese. After that, they refused to go out and shovel, and I don’t blame them.”
As the tracks were being laid, there were reliable rumors that Harriman intended to buy the railroad or put it under the control of the Union Pacific. He established a dummy power company to acquire land around Kremmling, west of the Divide, and block the Moffat Road’s right of way at Gore Canyon. In the spring of 1904, Harriman’s “consulting engineers” convinced the Interior Department to set aside twenty-eight sections of land to build a reservoir there. President Theodore Roosevelt loved the wild lands and game of northwestern Colorado, and he learned from a hunting companion who was also a mining executive that Harriman, along with Gould, was manipulating the Interior’s Reclamation Service. Roosevelt, no fan of monopolies, recently had fallen out with Harriman. He summoned the competing parties to Washington and quickly resolved the matter in Moffat’s favor.
Despite the scheming of his enemies and the technical and meteorological hazards, Moffat built his railroad over Rollins Pass down into Hot Sulphur Springs and Troublesome, Yampa and Oak Creek. By March 1911 Moffat had spent his fortune on it, and he returned to New York, hoping to raise enough money to bore the long tunnel through James Peak. Without it, the railroad would fail. It is unclear where Moffat secured a promise for the required funds, but he returned that night to the bar of the Hotel Belmont, where he celebrated loudly with some friends. Although Harriman was no longer alive, some of his company’s spies reportedly informed the lenders that if they went through with the deal, they could no longer expect to do business with Union Pacific. The next morning, the promise of assistance was withdrawn. Moffat died that day, March 18, in his room at the hotel, from a heart attack. He was seventy-one years old and had spent, by some accounts, $14 million of his own (the equivalent a century later of $310 million) on the Moffat Road.
As the Denver Republican reported the day after his death, a new power had risen in Wall Street in the early days of the building of the line, which was destined to dominate the railroad system of the nation: “Harriman would not have been Harriman had he permitted a rival line, financed mainly by local capitalists, to pluck his plums.”
Sam Perry and other investors took the Moffat Road into receivership, and its official name was changed to the Denver & Salt Lake Railroad Company, although no one called it that. The Moffat Road reached Steamboat Springs in 1909, and Hayden, four years later. The line stopped at Craig, the town west of Hayden. The 6.2-mile Moffat Tunnel was not completed for another sixteen years.
—————————
For Dorothy and Ros, traveling on a glorious summer day, the sights along the route were a welcome distraction from their worries about teaching. So were the other passengers. They got to know a woman named Mrs. Chambers, a graduate of Bryn Mawr and the wife of a mining engineer. Dorothy described her as “one of the finest types of woman—having been to college—yet she lives in a narrow canyon—works terribly hard—has [three] small children—and was reading Woman and Labor!” Dorothy was referring to Olive Schreiner’s 1911 polemic on the evils of imperialism, war, and the subjugation of women. Schreiner, a South African political activist, was highly regarded among American feminists.
Dorothy and Ros didn’t know much about how women outside their closed social circle chose to live. While they were having bacon-bat picnics by a stream outside Northampton, a thirty-seven-year-old doctor named Susan Anderson was living alone in a log cabin in Fraser, on the west side of the Divide. Her duties included tending to the injuries of lumbermen and workers on the Moffat Road, and serving as the coroner for those who didn’t make it. When Dorothy and Ros were pouring tea for suffragists in Auburn, their counterparts in Colorado were going to the polls. Susan B. Anthony went twice to push the cause there in the 1870s, but it was local women’s organizations that prevailed. In 1876 women were permitted to vote in school elections and, in a referendum in 1893, they won full suffrage. Although the territory of Wyoming had granted women the vote twenty-four years earlier, Colorado was the first state. Anthony was not entirely pleased that her western sisters had done it without her. New York, despite all of the work of the Cayuga County suffragists, didn’t permit women full voting rights until 1917, three years before the Nineteenth Amendment was passed.
In Auburn, women who didn’t marry, like Rosamond’s “Auntie,” took care of their parents as they became old and infirm. They were little more than glorified servants and often died in the houses where they were born. In 1904, when the Underwoods went to Greece and Egypt, nine-year-old Arthur was left at home with Auntie, who was, as Dorothy put it, “a relic certainly of a very bygone day.” Auntie’s life was not the future Dorothy and Ros had in mind for themselves. “She did her hair in a big roll at the back of her neck with a net on it,” Dorothy said. “She had a sharp New England accent, and she very seldom came to the table. She lived in a little bedroom at the back of the second story hall, did the family mending, and lived her life mostly there alone.” One year Auntie needed a new winter coat, and Mrs. Underwood went downtown to buy one for her. Auntie put on the coat and said, “Oh, Grace, this makes me look like an old woman!” At the time, Dorothy thought it was one of the funniest remarks she’d ever heard. She said, “I thought then she was about one hundred.”
Mrs. Underwood’s family album contains a photo labeled “Auntie’s corner.” It shows a room with a narrow, neatly made bed covered with a crocheted bedspread, a side table and shelf crowded with knickknacks and an ornate clock, and an upholstered rocking chair with an antimacassar draped limply over the top. Dorothy often thought about Auntie as she grew up, and although she knew she was well taken care of, she said, “I don’t know if anybody ever thought there was any need for anybody like Auntie to have any pleasure.” Dorothy feared—correctly, as it turned out—that her smart, unlovely sister Anna, who yearned to be an astronomer, would suffer a similar fate. Although Anna took over the best bedroom at 15 Fort Street and ran the household, she did not have a life of her own. In 1907, ten years after graduating from Smith, she wrote: “[W]hile I have not taken to myself a husband or any other regular occupation, I refuse to write myself down any sort of an idler. I do the social and philanthropic things that come up in a small city, often take care of our own large family, revel in my garden, and have had two superlatively glorious trips abroad. You see, I’m happy like the country whose annals are dull.”
The train climbed noisily, the wheels clacking as they rode over the track joints, past lingering patches of snow, curving around the pristine circle of Yankee Doodle Lake before making the final ascent, passing through the Needle’s Eye Tunnel, high above the tree line. They were about a third of the way from Denver to Hayden. As they approached Rollins Pass, the train entered the snowsheds. The rail stop town at the summit was called Corona, or “crown.” As another traveler remembered his arrival on a summer day: “Corona seemed like a settlement belonging to another planet. Vicious mountain winds shook, rattled, and banged loose parts of the layout. Spring and summer thunderstorms originated right overhead at this high altitude.”
A 1914 brochure printed by the railroad described this CREST OF THE MAIN RANGE OF THE MAJESTIC “ROCKIES” as “lovely stretches of verdure, bespangled with myriads of beautiful blossoms, alternating with great drifts of glistening snow.” Soon the line would extend to Salt Lake, the brochure claimed, adding, “The vast agricultural empire being opened by the building of this railroad offers exceptional opportunities to those seeking a home in this new west.”
The train stopped to let the passengers off for lunch and to see the view from Rollins Pass, advertised by the Moffat Road in a famous poster as the “Top O’ the World.” Dorothy remembered that there were snowbanks as they approached the peak, and that the train pulled into “a little kind of a shanty place, where we had sandwiches and coffee.”
It was Corona’s restaurant, which was inside the snowsheds, a hundred feet from the tracks. The acrid fumes from the locomotives sometimes caused trainmen and passengers to pass out. The prices on the menu were high because of the journey the food had to take. Dorothy and Ros walked outside for some fresh air, turning away from the unsightly water tower next to the tracks. They had unobstructed views of the distant mountains, which receded, range after range, in a purplish haze until they disappeared behind the clouds. Despite its rough beauty, the spot felt desolate even on a cloudless summer day. The silence was broken only by the songs of meadowlarks and the loud, piping sound of pikas. Aside from miniature bursts of potentilla and larkspur, the “crown” was covered with nothing but snow, parched grass, rocks and boulders, and rusty tin cans—remnants of the railroad workers’ meals, some years earlier, on the top of the world.
—————————
The next day, down in Hayden, Ferry Carpenter gave Dorothy and Ros a hand as they clambered onto the seat of an old spring wagon. Their driver, named Guy, was an eighteen-year-old clerk from Wagner’s saddle shop. He was dressed for the occasion in a bright red sweater. Their trunks, topped by yellow slickers and secured by new ropes, towered behind them in the wagon’s box-bed. The horses were saddled and bridled and tied to the back of the wagon. Leaving Hayden on the clear day of July 28, 1916, they followed Long Gulch Road and headed toward the Harrison ranch, eighteen miles north. Crossing the Yampa River, they passed the spot where F. V. Hayden’s crew had camped not quite fifty years earlier, as they surveyed the Yampa Valley and the Elkhead Mountains.
The valley fell back behind a series of steep canyons and wide mesas. From a distance, the hills had looked welcoming, with rounded slopes that bore little resemblance to the jagged mountains they had crossed on the train. But the trip proved to be more strenuous than expected, and their admiration for the Moffat Road increased. The jarring wagon ride was a throwback to a mode of travel used in the early days on the frontier. By comparison, the train was a model of comfort.
Dorothy wrote, “We wound in and out and up and down, going at a pace that put our hearts in our mouths, and we were sure the trunks were either going to careen over on us or our horses.” Later, she good-naturedly described the ride as the most uncomfortable in her life. Spring wagons were larger and heavier than buggies, and more utilitarian. There was no back to the wooden seat, and “I was so short that my feet were about a foot off the floorboard, just dangling all day.” At one point she looked down and saw that the wagon road seemed to be in motion, too, and she thought she was dizzy from the ride. She said to Ros, “Do you see something moving on the ground?” Ros replied, “Why yes, the whole thing is moving.” They leaned over and saw an army of field mice skittering across their path. Every time they came to a dry wash, Dorothy said, “a most forbidding-looking place filled with rocks and boulders, that boy would lash those horses and make them run down over those awful rocks.”
The hills, which had been green not long before, were scorched, and even the hardy clumps of silvery-teal sagebrush looked brittle. Even so, some of the wildflowers—sego lilies, Indian paintbrush, wild carrot, parsnip, and pink wild hollyhock—were still blooming. Ros commented on the beauty and variety of flowers and said that the landscape reminded her of Castle Hot Springs, with the cactus left out. Calf Creek, now dry, threaded its way through the valleys.
After a few hours, Guy drove down into a cultivated valley, home to the vast Adair ranch. John Adair had arrived in Hayden on horseback from Athens, Tennessee, in 1882 at the age of nineteen. By 1916 he had made a remarkable success of his cattle business. The Adairs, who had several ranches, were no longer living there, and the couple taking care of the place served the travelers a full dinner of meat, vegetables, and pie. When the two women offered to pay for it, their hostess was taken aback and refused the gesture, although she told them that the only money she had left was a ten-dollar bill she had put in her Bible several years earlier. Not long afterward, Dorothy learned that in the rural West, any stranger who stopped by at mealtime was fed as a matter of course. They continued on their way, and by late afternoon the country had grown wilder. Patches of bare earth were visible between bunches of sagebrush, and there were few trees to be seen. They crossed Calf Creek and stopped where the road did, at the bottom of a high hill. On top of it was a newly built house.
The door opened, and their landlady, fifty-four-year-old Mary Harrison, childlike in her size and her eagerness, ran out to greet them. Dorothy and Ros stepped down from the wagon into long grass and sagebrush, lifted their skirts, and walked up to the house. It was “a square box, part log and part frame,” Dorothy wrote to her father the next day, “with a little smoke stack sticking up. The steps consist of a soap box shakily resting on stones. It is the simplest, plainest exterior—all built by themselves.”
Mrs. Harrison looked older than she was, “tiny and skinny and wrinkled, with her thin gray hair slicked back, and with the most astonishing set of false teeth.” Mary and her husband, Uriah, who went by Frank, had arrived from Missouri in 1897, taking several trains and, for the final leg of the journey, a covered wagon. They had been among thousands of families drawn to Routt County by the United States government with the promise of free land. Another couple arrived in 1914 at Dry Fork, south of Calf Creek, and thought that the low log shacks there resembled a prairie-dog colony. Their granddaughter recalled, “Survival was tough,” but “if you dug a well and found water, you could make it for awhile.”
The Harrisons had taken advantage of the railroads’ special “home-seeker” rates for cross-country boxcar trips. At a nominal fee, they filled up a few cars with their farm machines, milk cows and draft horses, along with their furniture and family, and transported the entire household. The government’s offer seemed too good to be true, and it was. The Homestead Act of 1862, signed by President Lincoln, was drafted by easterners who knew little about the climate and dry lands of the West. People came from Kansas, Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska, Oklahoma territory, Kentucky, and Michigan—and also from Sweden, Russia, Bulgaria, Greece, and other points east. They did exactly what Ferry Carpenter did, laying claim to 160 acres, or more if they had family members over the age of twenty-one. Most were unprepared for the severe, arid climate and the intractable farming conditions. Ultimately, over one and a half million homesteads were granted, a total of 420,000 square miles—10 percent of the land in the United States.
In the early years after the Harrisons arrived, northwestern Colorado was untamed. Although the Utes were only a legend by then, some of the notorious cattle rustlers and train robbers were still at large. The Harrisons’ first ranch, between Hayden and Craig, had been a headquarters for the vast Two Bar outfit, owned by Ora Haley, one of the West’s biggest and most despised cattle barons. The stockmen allowed their cattle to overgraze, and fought homesteaders and small farmers and sheep men for the few water holes and the green pastures. Haley ran tens of thousands of cattle on land throughout the central Rockies.
The Harrisons avidly followed stories in the newspaper and among their neighbors about “Queen Ann” Bassett, a beautiful young rancher, educated at a boarding school in Boston, who had grown up in Browns Park, northwest of Hayden and Craig. Bassett’s father was friendly with Butch Cassidy, who liked to read in the Bassett library, and at the age of fifteen, Ann became Cassidy’s lover; her sister, Josie, got involved with Cassidy’s best friend, Elzy Lay. Ann took it upon herself to fight off the cattle barons’ “devouring invasion,” starting in 1901 with Ora Haley’s herds. In two sensational trials, in 1911 and 1913, she was tried for stealing and butchering a heifer belonging to the Two Bar. In August 1913 she was acquitted in the Craig County courthouse. She boasted in an unpublished autobiography, “I did everything they ever accused me of, and a whole lot more.” Cowboys shot off their guns in celebration, the town band held a parade, and she treated everyone to a silent movie, which was punctuated by a slide proclaiming, HURRAH FOR VICTORY! An all-night dance followed, presided over by Queen Ann.
By 1915 the valley had quieted down, and the Harrisons were focused on their bottom line. Overextended with their creditors, they had no choice but to sell their ranch. When Dorothy and Ros arrived in Upper Elkhead, Frank and Mary were still finishing their new home. Making a living in the mountains was an even riskier proposition than in the valley. Contrary to Ruth Woodley’s assurances about the climate, Elkhead was covered by snow for six months of the year. From December through March, temperatures sometimes dropped to 40 below, and springtime was no easier, with its ice, snowmelt, and heavy, wet adobe clay, known as gumbo, which clung to boots, stained clothes, and made the few roads and paths all but impassable. In late summer, creeks and streams dried up.
Nevertheless, the Harrisons shared with other Elkhead homesteaders the unshakable belief that the mountains were suited to farming and raising cattle. With the three youngest of their seven children at home—Ruth (twenty-two years old), Frank Jr. (twenty), and Lewis (fourteen)—they had built their house on a rocky ridge, away from the productive lands where the cattle grazed. There were no trees to offer shade in the summer or a windscreen in winter.
The women from Auburn were relieved when they went inside and saw that the house was relatively comfortable. Dorothy tried to reassure herself, along with her parents, writing that “there is just one layer of rough, unfinished board between us and outdoors, but I presume they will fix it before snow.” The inside walls weren’t up yet, just partitions made of blankets and rugs. “This lends intimacy to an unimagined degree and you know it—every time any one turns over in bed, and it is especially sociable when the wind blows.”
Meals were eaten at one end of the large kitchen. The living room was outfitted with hardwood floors, pretty rag rugs, a couple of chairs, a folding bed, and a phonograph. “It’s divided from Mr. and Mrs. Harrison’s room by the best blankets,” Dorothy wrote, “an artistic shade of gray.” Their own room was reached by a set of “rather shaky and ladder-like” stairs. She and Ros shared an iron bed by the window, covered with a large featherbed and patchwork quilts. The other furnishings were a bureau, a washstand, and a table. Dorothy was touched by the care Mrs. Harrison had taken on their behalf: “pretty embroidered covers on everything, her best towels and such nice bedding, real sheets and pillowcases with lace edging!”
Guy insisted on helping to get their trunks upstairs, and they were soon settled, propping up a few family photos on the bureau. Aside from their books, there wasn’t much unpacking to do, since the trunks held most of their clothes. Ros pointed out that if one of them fell out of bed, she would roll right down the stairs.
Dorothy on her commute
TURNIPS AND TEARS
Dorothy and her students, 1917
Ros and Dorothy were surprised to find the Harrisons sophisticated and well educated. Dorothy declared, “It is an entirely new type to me, for we never see such keen, receptive wide-awake intelligent people living such hard lives.” Mrs. Harrison had “a twinkle in her kindly blue eyes . . . and the most delicious keen humor.” Mr. Harrison was big and “slow of speech and action with the softest voice and drawl. . . . Ruth is short and as fat as a pigeon, with shiny red cheeks and the merriest eyes and laugh—and very deaf.” Lewis, the youngest, was “a perfect darling—so well-behaved and polite—and a regular little man—the way he works.” She added, “They are evidently pretty well-to-do for the region and are even hoping for a bathroom someday!”
They described their surroundings as clearly as they could. “You simply can’t conceive of the newness of this country,” Dorothy wrote. “Here we are—a tiny cabin perched on a hillside covered with sage looking off in all directions . . . with here and there a creek lined with willows. We are on Calf Creek but it is dry now. We have been having several thunder showers which were terribly needed as the country was drying up and they only live by irrigation. The storms are wonderful, booming among the mountains and no one minds getting wet for it dries right off and the sun is soon out. Even the road, merely the surface turned over, which goes by the house, is new, and if anyone goes by, we all turn out to see them.” Similarly, Ros commented, “The roads are not well defined, and it is easy to get confused, with miles of hills and valleys all about you and very few signs of habitation.”
After breakfast on their first full day, Lewis saddled their horses and showed them to the schoolhouse, riding on his horse, Old Eagle. They had asked him to be their guide each day, for which they paid him, Ros said, “the princely sum of $2.00 a week.” They wore their khaki riding suits, and Dorothy was comfortable on Nugget. Ros told her father that her horse was “not well known in these parts,” but that “Mr. C.” had obtained him, so she was sure he would be fine. She named him Gourmand because he stopped so often to graze. Mr. Harrison called him Ol’ Gorman.
They rode down the hill from the Harrisons’ and followed the bed of Calf Creek, bordered by fresh green cottonwoods, before veering east and passing through an alfalfa field that was still shimmering with dew. As they came to the top of a wide draw, they could look down and see the ranch buildings and hay fields of the Adair place. The scale of the ranch struck them even more than it had when they had stopped there with Guy. The horses ambled slowly up and down the steep hills, swinging their hindquarters for balance as they descended, twitching their ears and swatting the flies with their tails. Ros commented that their “steeds” knew they were green, and they “couldn’t get any speed out of them at all—not having spurs or a whip.” As they followed a narrow, winding path through the brush, Dorothy wrote, “it is a strange sight, like a topographical map—roll after roll of rounded bare hills with little water, creases marking them—and no sign of a human being or habitation.” The snowcapped mountains in the distance were purple and blue, their colors darkening with the movement of the clouds. “It took us an hour and a half so you can see what their idea of two miles is!”
The first sight of the building in the distance elicited a burst of eloquence from Ros. “The schoolhouse stands high on a mountain or hill between the two districts called ‘Little Arkansas’ and ‘Calf Creek.’ It is the Parthenon of Elkhead! You can see it for miles around and it looked so near that we were amazed to discover the real distance.” Dorothy wrote, “They didn’t have time to finish the road, so the last 200 yards you climb straight up through rocks and sage to the school. It is perfectly beautiful and a monument to the courage and ambition of these wonderful people.”
The school was constructed of gray-green mountain stones from nearby sedimentary rimrock. Put under crushing heat and pressure beneath the earth hundreds of millions of years earlier, the stone was streaked, as if, one Routt County resident said, by the paintbrushes of God. The formation extended at intervals over a hundred miles across Colorado and Wyoming. Residents referred to the building as the Rimrock School, or the Rock School.
They tied up their horses and went inside. The carpenter still had some work and cleaning up to finish. The desks—wrought-iron bases with wooden tops—had not yet been put in place or the books unpacked. But as Dorothy and Ros walked from the vestibule into the airy main room, they confirmed the accuracy of Carpenter’s claim about the school’s physical merits.
The floor was oak, and the walls were whitewashed and decorated with a ribbon of pale green painted stencil. The room, thirty by fifty feet, had high ceilings and enormous windows. There were long blackboards on either side. In the center was a folding wooden door, which would be closed during the school day to separate the classrooms, and thrown open for community events—weddings, elections, dances, and Sunday school, which was attended by adults along with the children, since there was no church in Elkhead. “The pride of the building,” Ros wrote, “is the piano, (called by everyone in these parts—pie-anno.) The man who hauled it up there from Hayden, says he’ll never haul it down. It took him 17 hours to get it there—and he got $5.00 for doing it!” The room was sunny and looked out onto valleys and mountains all the way to Utah and Wyoming.
Lewis showed them the basement, pointing out where the coal furnace would go. In another room, a complicated wooden contraption hung from the beams—the gymnasium equipment. A third room held a cookstove and benches for the classes in domestic science. “Mr. C. told us Friday,” Ros wrote, “that we could have anything we wanted in the way of books and equipment. He is so fine and broadminded about things—and ready to co-operate in any way. The people in this country are all perfectly devoted to him, and he certainly has been a real missionary in this place, without being one in name or manner at all.”
Five years earlier, after the Elkhead residents voted for the construction of the school, financing had to be obtained, and the few big ranchers in the area agreed to pay the taxes needed to support the project. So did the absentee owners of the anthracite coal deposits east of Dry Fork. Anthracite coal, which is extremely hard and burns cleaner, longer, and hotter than bituminous coal, was so close to the surface that it was exposed in some places, a glistening black. The owner of the largest tract was Sam Perry. As the coal in Pennsylvania was mined out, the owners believed that the anthracite in Elkhead would command a very profitable market. The entire field was estimated to be eight square miles, with deposits worth over $50 million.
Ferry anticipated that the population would soon double or triple, and said, “You didn’t want to build a little wooden shack there.” The Adair school and the Dry Fork school, slipshod affairs, would close, although a school for several primary students, known as Mountain View, was built in the far southern end of the district. In the Elkhead School, Ferry explained, “All the windows were made big, and all the light came in over the child’s shoulders and no light came in on his face. . . . I had read up on it and I knew the light would come that way.”
The homesteaders helped with the construction, clearing ground and hauling rocks, and they built a barn in back for the horses. Along with the coal furnace, the electric lights, and the domestic-science room, the school had a projector with educational slides donated by the Ford Motor Company. It even had a telephone. The final critical component was the teachers, and on August 4, 1916, the Republican reported that the two schoolteachers “come very highly recommended” and that “Elkhead people count on a splendid school this term.”
The community was proud of its big new school. One of Ros’s ninth-graders, Leila Ferguson, had come west with her family from Medicine Lodge, Kansas, with a few chickens and turkeys in crates and some equipment for the household, including a Singer sewing machine. Leila said that as a young girl, she had been taught by her mother, “and she wasn’t much of a teacher. She had no patience.” In 1910 the Fergusons were strong advocates of the new district, and Leila attended the Dry Fork school before Elkhead was built. “We had brand-new desks,” she told Ferry’s granddaughter Belle sixty-three years later. “I’ll never forget seeing them uncrate those desks and knowing one was going to be mine. I wouldn’t have put a mark on it, a scratch on it, for anything. I just loved every minute of school.”
Everyone knew how difficult it would be for the children to get to school in bad weather; the site had been chosen with equal access in mind. A civil engineer created a survey indicating where each family lived and the number of school-age children, drew a series of concentric circles that indicated each mile mark, and then located a spot in the center. None of the students would have over a three-mile trip each way. “That consolidated point,” Carpenter said, “was on top of a hill with not even a road to it.” It also happened to have the finest views in Elkhead.
—————————
On Sunday morning, two days after their arrival, Rosamond wrote: “Dearest papa: You are just getting ready for St. Peter’s. I have thought of you and mother so much, while Dotty and I have been sitting in the sun drying our heads, after washing them in the most wonderful soft sulphur water (which has to be carried about ¼ mile from a spring!).” On Sunday mornings in Auburn, coachmen readied the carriages as the church bells began ringing around town. The middle class and the poor walked to their neighborhood churches. Catholics had separate congregations for German, Italian, Polish, Russian Orthodox, and Ukrainian immigrants. At the Harrisons’, Ros described the tranquil beauty of the mountains, the little creek, the sagebrush, the wildflowers, and “the cultivated spots” where “grain of all sorts flourishes.”
Later, they accompanied the family in “the so-called spring wagon” to Sunday school at the schoolhouse—Mr. and Mrs. Harrison on the seat, and Ruth, Lewis, Ros, and Dorothy spread about in the back. It was the social event of the week, and virtually everyone turned out. Dorothy wrote to Milly, “Our beautiful new school seems so out of place, perched on that lonely mountain side and the people seem even more so.” It was the teachers’ first introduction to the neighbors. The men wore sombreros and overalls and spurs; the women were “nice & intelligent-looking—a lot of shy girls and a perfect swarm of small boys who were introduced to me en masse—as being my pupils.” One little boy, whose family somehow had not been counted in the survey, told her that he would be riding eight miles each day.
Miss Iva Rench, an officious young woman from Muncie, was teaching at Mountain View and had been conducting Sunday-school services at Elkhead. Her lessons consisted of “Pauline doctrines of the stiffest kind,” Ros commented. She was not one of the more popular people in Elkhead. Nevertheless, she conducted an impressive Sunday-school sermon on Paul’s missionary journey which Dorothy and Ros sat through in fear that she would ask them questions. “She is expecting to turn the [Sunday school] over to us, which is appalling,” Dorothy wrote, “but I suppose we can do it.”
—————————
On the first day of school, Tuesday, August 1, the new teachers got up at five-thirty and had a quick sponge bath. They ate breakfast with the Harrisons, and Lewis met them at the door at seven-fifteen with their horses. Ferry had exchanged Nugget for Rogan, a huge, awful-looking beast, Dorothy thought, with the stolid manner of a dray horse and a broad back that made for a more uncomfortable ride. When she mounted, she needed a boost from Lewis or Frank Jr., who, at the age of twenty, was still called “Boy” at home. The four Harrisons saw them off, laughing at the sight of the teachers futilely kicking their horses’ sides as they tried to keep up with Lewis. As the family advised, they soon started wearing spurs, which reduced the ride by almost fifteen minutes.
A few students had arrived before the teachers, who barely had time to change out of their riding skirts and boots before the others began to appear. Dorothy had ten boys between grades one and five, and one little girl, age six, who was joined a few months later by a second. The boys, in bare feet, wore cutoff overalls and ragged shirts. The teachers were captivated: “Without any exception, they are the cutest-looking children I ever saw,” Dorothy wrote, “every one freckled as they can be—hair cut very short and the most snappy eyes!” Ros said that the children’s faces were all “burned to a crisp,” and “I have so far only two boys—one of them Lewis Harrison . . . ! Others will come later, when they’re not needed for the haying. I have six girls, five of them in the ninth grade!”
The children and their parents couldn’t have imagined how nervous Miss Woodruff and Miss Underwood were. Ros confessed, “Dot and I are scared to death for fear we’ll make a slip at school—the country side might be in a terrible to-do in consequence.” They weren’t yet fully aware of the awe with which college-educated teachers in such far-flung areas were regarded. They spoke perfect English and other languages, too. They valued education for its own sake, not simply as a way to escape the hardships of life at home. Most astonishingly, these two young women from New York seemed genuinely excited by the opportunity of teaching the children.
In the morning, the two classes met for opening exercises. Ros played “My Country ’Tis of Thee” on the piano and learned that few of the children knew even the first verse. She also had to teach them the Pledge of Allegiance. “Dotty does the speechifying,” Ros wrote, “and reads the Psalms. She does it with all the composure of an experienced hand too!”
Dorothy attributed whatever success she had to her preparatory work with Miss LeMay in Auburn. It “has meant everything to me, for I have a definite system and could go right at it. The children love it and are going to do very well, I hope.” She asked all of her students to come up to the front and sit on a long bench where they recited their lessons, “and they simply convulse me,” she wrote, “as they sit there swinging those bare legs. . . .” She worked hard at arranging the best sequence of lessons, and in the early weeks, she changed it every day. Ros took a photograph of Dorothy in front of her class. She looks small in the large room, standing behind her high desk, but reasonably in command, the blackboard covered with her day’s lesson and Ray’s birthday announced in the corner. An American flag is pinned on the wall to her right, and the children are attentive, except for two boys whose faces are blurred as they turn to see what their friends are up to.
She listed her students for Milly: Ray and Roy Hayes (“Ray is the biggest boy and not all there”); Rudolph, Jesse, and Oliver Morsbach (“my cutest ones, all look exactly alike, talk every minute”); Tommy and Minnie Jones, two of ten children (“Tommy can’t say an ‘s’ and is an imp,” Minnie “is very shy and demure—dressed so prettily in little checked ginghams with sunbonnet to match”); Jimmy and Robin Robinson (“very demure & good”); and Richard Ferguson, Leila’s brother (“very bright & good”).
Ros taught algebra, Latin, ancient history, history of the U.S., geography, and English. She wrote, “As soon as we get things going there will be other things—like sewing (a’hem!) and domestic science (a’hem! a’hem!!) that we’ll have to have occasionally!” She found that although the students could read adequately and were hungry for work in English, they were not well grounded in mathematics. Recalling the help she’d gotten from her father as a child, she mentioned one kind of question that she’d never been able to solve, let alone explain: “I shall sigh for Papa on those Arith. problems!! His letter and the enclosures on ‘Lost Motion’ were so welcome. We laughed heartily over the latter.” Dorothy was even more fearful of the subject. “We had perfectly terrible problems,” she later said about her experiences in seventh and eighth grade. “You remember those old things about men digging a ditch and rowing against the current upstream, and oh, the percentages and everything.”
Before too long, Rosamond was sounding more self-assured, telling her parents that both she and Dotty were getting their work systematized, and that the children were beginning to take hold. Her algebra and Latin came back to her, and she particularly liked teaching the ninth grade. “I’m very good on English and composition—but I hope to improve.” The adults who came to Sunday school were astounded by their postcard albums of the tour of Europe—pictures of the Eiffel Tower and the Gothic churches and turreted lakeside resorts of Austria, Germany, and Italy. Thinking back to the way things were done in Auburn, Ros said they hoped to give some “Travel Talks” in the winter.
Ros told Dorothy that she looked 100 percent better than she had in Auburn, and Dorothy said, “I never felt so full of health and good spirits.” Even waking up at dawn was a pleasure. She wrote to Milly, “It is perfectly amazing to me the way in which I have changed my hours, and you would hardly believe it if you could see me getting up a little before six, actually cheerful and animated! Eight-thirty is very apt to see us tucked under an astonishing patch-work quilt and sighing with joy as we hit our feather beds.”
The school day, with a break for lunch at noon, ended at three-thirty. The teachers packed their meals in cut-plug tobacco tins, and Mrs. Harrison always added a piece of cake or pie. They generally stayed after school until six or seven P.M., working on the next day’s lessons. One night the first week, they were caught in a storm on their ride home. Without any warning, the skies opened up and drenched the dry hills with a heavy rain. They put on their yellow ponchos, which they kept tied to their saddles, and stayed relatively dry. There were also occasional electric storms, which Ros described as “marvelous, lightning plays all about you, but it doesn’t always follow that you have thunder and rain.—I presume the distances are responsible.” When the lightning got close, the static electricity made their loose hairs stand on end, a signal to seek shelter.
As they arrived at the Harrisons’ each evening, the family rushed out to greet them “like returning prodigals,” as Dorothy put it. “We have the most sincere affection for them all, and our meals are always hilarious, we so mutually amuse each other—and such suppers!” Attentive as always to the pleasure of eating well, she wrote, “Hot fried chicken, big fresh peas cooked in cream and other vegetables, hot bread, cocoa or milk, and endless jams and pickles and some delicious dessert! The table groans with food.” It didn’t seem to occur to her that the seven-dollar weekly rent that she and Ros paid made much of this possible. Mr. H., as they referred to him, “asks such a sweet blessing.” After supper, on clear nights, she and Ros went outside to admire the sunsets and the stars that appeared on all sides as darkness fell: “they are thick down to the mountain-tops—great glowing eyes.”
Frank Jr., who had dropped out of school after the eighth grade, refused their pleas to join Rosamond’s class. He would have been older than any of the other students, and he later described himself as “too wild, I guess.” He admired the teachers as “good sports from start to finish,” though he was puzzled by their reaction to the lonely place where they had landed. “They were highly enthused over the whole deal. They couldn’t take it in fast enough.” They told him, he said, that they didn’t think they could have done it “without Mother Harrison taking them in and making them a home. Well, turned around the other way, we didn’t know what Mother could have done without them. They were quite a little comfort to Mother. It was kind of raw, the country was at that time. They were the highlight. They kind of broke the monotony for awhile, when those folks came and inhabited the schoolhouse.”
Mrs. Harrison, Dorothy said, “evidently can’t make out why we are teaching if we don’t have to.” Work was her life, not an aspiration. She asked them one evening, “You girls aren’t here for the money you can make, are you?” and warned that it would be expensive for them to feed their horses in the winter. Ros told her parents, “She has been perfectly lovely to us—but she has fired questions at us, until she knows our life histories, and it’s not her fault that she doesn’t know our fathers’ incomes! She evidently feels that we are different from the ordinary schoolmarms—and she is so concerned about us—and our comfort.”
Galvanized by Mrs. Harrison’s energy and fortitude and unfailing good humor, they tried to satisfy her curiosity about the books they read and what they taught at school. They were also grateful for her kindness as they ineptly tackled basic household chores. Dorothy described how they had set out to launder their silk shirts the first week, walking to the sulfur spring for water, then heating it on the stove. “We spent all of yesterday p.m. doing them,” Dorothy wrote, “and she went into hysterics at our efforts. . . . How are we going to teach domestic science?” Mrs. Harrison took the contents of their laundry bags into the kitchen, and when they got home, they found everything washed and ironed on their bed. She told them, “You girls aren’t used to doing this sort of thing, and I am.” She charged them a dollar extra each week for doing their wash.
The teachers found their work strenuous but rewarding: preparing for classes, attending to the children’s diverse academic needs, and seeing that everyone was paying attention and behaving. Dorothy said: “The most thrilling and satisfactory time in my day, is the time devoted to storytelling. . . . They make a mad scramble to pick up all loose papers, put their desks in order—and then fold their hands and sit at attention! When I stand there and look down at those eager little faces—I forget how naughty they are, and I try to thrill and please them as I never tried before.” On Fridays, “I tell them about current events if I know any, and then two children from each room recite, they hang onto their suspenders & dig a grimy toe into the floor & just agonize through it.”
Ferry was pleased with the “schoolmarms,” as he teasingly called them. He wrote to Ros’s mother, telling her that the young ladies were winning their way into the hearts of all the people in Elkhead. “Mrs. Harrison told me she couldn’t say which one she liked best because she thought them both perfect. They have taken hold of the work with enthusiasm and as circumstances arise, their resourcefulness will be called into play, but there is no question about their making a success of the work and in all probability one which will be of big and lasting value to our whole county and state, and being blest with a good sense of humor they will enjoy everything as they go along.”
They always welcomed his visits to the school. For one thing, he was their mail carrier to and from Hayden, although occasionally an absentminded one. “At last,” Ros wrote, “the letters we wrote you three weeks ago to-day turned up in Mr. Carpenter’s coat pocket I believe. At any rate, he told us Friday that he had found ’em and started them along.” He ran a civics class, read Tennyson to the children, led the Boy Scout troop, and once the domestic-science class was under way, he helped out in the basement kitchen. He knew considerably more about cooking than Dorothy and Ros did, and one day, the Republican reported, he “gave a demonstration in corn bread making, old bachelor style. The corn bread was fine.”
Dorothy was charmed but exasperated by the boys. At noon, they grabbed their tin pails, gobbled down their lunches, and chased woodchucks and squirrels until they were called back inside, or until someone got hurt. One morning she broke up three fights, and she spent many lunchtimes and recesses doctoring cuts with medical plasters and emollients from a kit provided by Ros’s aunt Nellie. Virtually every day, she pulled out splinters and tended to cracked feet. “A trip to the ‘First Aid’ box is a panacea for all ills,” she said. “My boys . . . say such funny things—but they are regular imps of Satan, too.” Slow Ray “is a fine butt for all their teasing, they are such heartless little demons, & then he flies at them and the result is a pitched battle. When I say anything, he hurls himself on the ground and bursts into tears, which was disconcerting at first but I am learning to manage him. The day simply flies.”
In class, Rudolph Morsbach, age ten, corrected Dorothy when she told the children that London was the biggest city in the world: “No, Mam, my father says New York is!” Dorothy responded, “ ‘Would you care to teach the class, Rudolph?’ He wilted for a moment, then a happy look crossed his face and he said, ‘Well, it might have been Kansas City!’ ” Dorothy was reading from the Book of Genesis about Joseph one morning when Rudolph the irrepressible, as Dorothy called him, volunteered: “Miss Woodruff, Papa told us about that & we have a book about it—at home, Miss Woodruff, which you hain’t never saw, Miss Woodruff.” She replied sternly, “Never mind now, Rudolph,” as the rest of the class giggled, but, she noted, “you might as well try to stop the north wind.” He also informed her that Mr. Carpenter was the president of the United States. The boys ignored her warnings about the dangers of throwing rocks until she bribed them with the promise of a gift of rubber balls—a real inducement, since their own were made of string. One day Dorothy reported, “Rudolph cracked Tommy over the head with a board & nearly killed him.”
Ros, with her far more sedate class, mostly girls, soon wrote to her mother that school was going nicely, “although my whole program was upset by the appearance of a new ungraded pupil;—they drop in all the time. The fights among the small boys continue to cause much excitement—they keep Dotty on the jump.” She thanked her mother for sending a collection of Hans Christian Andersen fairy tales, saying that Dotty had been longing for stories to read to her students. There was always a need for more books. Carpenter wrote to Harrick’s book store in Denver, identifying himself as the treasurer of rural School District No. 11, Routt County. He asked whether he could set up an account and immediately procure three copies of Rip Van Winkle and six copies of Ivanhoe, adding that he would like a 30 percent discount.
While Ros juggled her academic subjects, Dorothy confronted the matter of corporal punishment. The Harrisons’ oldest daughter, Marjorie, who had taught at the Little Bear School, about fifteen miles north of her parents’ ranch, visited the two classes one day and gave some advice to the novices. For one thing, she thought that Dorothy needed to exert stronger control over the boys. Dorothy was not convinced: “How could I spank those children? I have already reduced three to tears by ‘after-school reproofs’ and I think that is better than beatings.”
A few weeks later, she was beginning to get a slightly surer handle on the situation. She wrote to her father: “Yesterday at recess Ray . . . now my devoted ally, came rushing in to tell me that ‘Jimmy was getting the floor bloody something awful!’ ” Dorothy tore out, and “there was Jimmy having a nose bleed while the rest of the boys stood around in cold, unsympathetic silence.” She asked what had happened, and Jimmy sobbed, “Rudolph punched my face,” to which Rudolph replied, “Yes, ma’am, and I’ll do it again if he don’t let me alone!”
Dorothy ordered Rudolph to get a pail of water and scrub up the bloody remains of the fray. He said the winter snow would take it off, but Dorothy stood over him until it was done. “You see how hardened I have become and I am as cool now as a regular nurse.” She added: “The minute it is over, [they] are the best of friends. But I am determined to stop this fighting if I can. I had a visit from an irate mother the other day whose son’s face resembled an ancient tomato when he got home, but I don’t see what I can do about it after they leave school.”
Over time, her attitude evolved even further. At the end of September, she wrote that her week had been very hard, “for the children were so bad—I wielded the ruler with great effect on green-eyed Roy yesterday & he is such a coward that I hope he will be scared into being good for some time. . . . They all lie with skill, & I can’t find out who is the guilty one.” Once when she had her back turned as she was mending a chart, her adhesive plaster disappeared from the table. They all swore they hadn’t seen it. The next day Rudolph met her outside with the plaster in his hand, saying he had found it behind the barn. Dorothy told them that no one could have recess until the guilty one confessed. After a long silence, Jimmy’s six-year-old brother, Robin Robinson, spoke up: “I did it.” Dorothy let the others go and “tried to talk to him seriously but his great brown eyes fairly danced & he has a thatch of light hair which stands on end—& he is so irresistible in his rags & dirt!” When she asked why he hadn’t told her before, he replied, “I didn’t think I did it until today!” On October 26 she reported that the week had included only two whippings.
Dorothy affectionately described twelve-year-old Tommy Jones as “my despair.” He “looks like an angel and is the worst of the lot. He can’t say an ‘s’ and when I try to get him to say it, he just hides his face and won’t say a word. He doesn’t know anything, just never having tried, and his spelling is a work of art.” One Saturday in August, Tommy appeared at the Harrison ranch, “clutching a turnip as big as a cabbage in one hand, a squash under one arm, and a bunch of poppies squeezed in his hot little hand!” Mrs. Harrison asked him to stay for their midday dinner, and afterward he climbed up behind Dorothy on Rogan, and she and Ros took him home.
The Joneses lived in a tiny log cabin about a mile and a half northeast of the Harrisons. It was beautifully situated in a clump of “quakers,” with a thriving vegetable and flower garden. The cabin was divided into two rooms. The living room contained a sewing machine, one homemade chair, a long wooden box with a quilt over it (the family’s supply closet), and an antiquated phonograph—a present from an uncle, the teachers were told. The logs were pasted over with newspapers, and the floor was bare. “The place was neat as wax,” Ros wrote, “but pitifully empty.” The Joneses had encountered rough times in Michigan and “came out here with nothing,” Dorothy said, “and after 6 years they practically have no furniture at all.”
Soon after their move to Elkhead, the entire family had come down with amoebic dysentery, and four-year-old Herbie didn’t survive. As Carpenter recalled, he and Mrs. Murphy, the able pioneer, had gone up to help. Sending the two oldest boys outside with water for the men digging the grave, Mrs. Murphy took a kettle of potatoes off the stove, threw the contents outside, and filled it with fresh water and some rice that she had brought with her. As the water boiled, she took out an old black underskirt and tore it into strips. She had the older girls use it to line the inside of the coffin, and fashioned two miniature pillows to cushion each side of Herbie’s head. In the absence of a clergyman, Carpenter presided over the service with his Bible, and he remembered the quavering voices singing the hymn “Nearer My God to Thee.”
When Dorothy and Ros arrived at the cabin, Tommy’s parents had just gotten back from the school, where his mother had played the piano, and Herbert, the custodian, did some masonry. Ros wrote to her father that Mrs. Jones had played for seven hours—“practicing all her old pieces and had been blissfully happy at touching a piano again.” The Joneses insisted that the teachers stay for supper. “I never saw a finer spirit of hospitality,” Dorothy said.
The two parents, the children, and their guests couldn’t all sit down at once. The kitchen consisted of a tiny stove, a rough-hewn table with two benches, and two chairs that had lost their backs. The table was covered with an oilcloth, a few china plates, tin cooking dishes, and a silver pitcher—a “relic of former prosperity!” The Joneses had no cows, and, Ros wrote, “they gave us their best for supper—poor things—they make flour and water do in place of the cream sauce Mrs. H. always cooks her vegetables in. I have three of the girls in my room—and they’re so nice and well-behaved.” Dorothy, who had sweet Minnie and rambunctious Tommy in her class, noted that Mrs. Jones kissed them goodbye and said such nice things about them that they almost cried.
On the way back to the Harrisons’, Dorothy and Ros stopped at the Hayeses’ house. One of the teachers’ duties was to pay calls on the children’s parents, to get a better sense of the “conditions” at home. It was a less happy visit. “Mrs. Hayes is a gaunt, silent woman with the sadness of ages in her face,” Dorothy wrote. “She told us all the details of losing a little girl last spring. Ray and Roy hung on the door & were too shy to come in. Ray was a strange picture in overalls which had one leg torn off above his knee while the other dangled around his ankle,” but, she added, “He has become my strong ally and doesn’t give me any real trouble except for occasional wild bursts of tears. I tell you there is nothing monotonous about my days.”
THE MAD LADIES OF STRAWBERRY PARK
Dancers at the Main Lodge, 1920s
When Dorothy and Ros had difficulty with their classes, they reminded themselves how much progress they had already made. In the early weeks after their arrival, they had spent every spare moment cramming for the state exams, knowing that if they didn’t pass, Elkhead would be stranded without teachers, and they would return to Auburn in disgrace.
School was closed on Wednesday, August 14, for three days, and at seven A.M., they started on their forty-eight-mile journey to Steamboat Springs. They tied their bags and bundles to leather thongs attached to their saddles, hanging their sport suits separately, so they wouldn’t wrinkle. Lewis rode behind Ros, and they stopped a few miles east of the Harrisons’ at the Fredericksons’ house. A couple of Swedish descent who had arrived from Nebraska in 1909, the Fredericksons lived on a ridge above Elkhead Creek in a cheerful log cabin with ruffled curtains and geraniums at the windows. They called it Sunny Shelf Farm.
The Fredericksons had come for dinner at the Harrisons’ recently, and Ros described the two children as “fat as butter.” She said, “I wish you could have seen those Swedish children ‘stoke’ the food. We had this for a menu—delicious cold ham—fried potatoes—peas—Lima beans—beet greens—beets—radishes—pickled peaches—gooseberry jam—pickles—lemon pie—milk—bread and butter and last but not least stewed tomatoes. Every one of the vegetables came from the H’s garden and never have I tasted better.” The two children, five and seven, “made away with all the various dishes set before them; but the tomatoes made the biggest hit. They passed their saucers again and again and the little boy sat and ate on long after we had all finished. Then his mother remarked later that he had grown so thin!”
The steep hillsides behind the Frederickson house provided good pastureland, and they were able to grow alfalfa and grains, but they soon found, like other Elkhead homesteaders, that 160 acres were not enough to provide for their family. Arthur Frederickson stacked hay each summer on the Adair ranch and mined coal for his neighbors in the winter at nearby wagon mines, small enterprises run by one or two men. Loads were hauled out by horses and sold by the wagon rather than by the ton. Others found additional sources of income by logging or by trapping animals and selling the hides.
When the teachers dismounted, Ros realized that her suit skirt had come untied and slipped off. She asked Lewis to look out for it on his way back, and told her family, “Think of my losing my suit skirt off my saddle and sailing about Steamboat in that dreadful khaki skirt for four days!” Mrs. Frederickson, a strong, husky woman, had agreed to take them the rest of the way to Hayden. She drove an immense pair of horses hitched to a lumber wagon. Dorothy and Ros rolled around in back with the two plump Frederickson children and Miss Rench, who boarded with the family that year. She, too, was taking the exams. “We crossed 12 streams and went through 15 gates!” Dorothy wrote. “You can’t conceive of anything like it, and we even took down a barbed-wire fence!” When they reached Hayden four and a half hours later, they had lunch at the inn and studied all afternoon. Ferry arrived at 6:45 to escort them to the depot.
The train ride took them through the valley to Steamboat Springs. The tracks followed the rushing Yampa River into a landscape of cultivated fields, a few large ranches with hundreds of grazing cattle, unbroken miles of shaggy fifty-foot cottonwoods, and, as they approached town, ponderosa pines and firs. The smooth-skinned aspens, with their pale green fluttering leaves, looked impossibly delicate by comparison. After dingy little Hayden, Steamboat Springs felt like a city—a town of about twelve hundred people centered on the generously scaled main street, Lincoln Avenue, and surrounded by mountains on all sides. “The air fairly sparkles, just like Cortina,” Dorothy wrote. “It is surely as beautiful as any watering place over there.”
The setting may have resembled parts of the Old World, but the atmosphere was unmistakably American West, and Dorothy and Ros were no longer twenty-two-year-olds on a prolonged holiday. F. M. Light & Sons billed itself as “the pioneer clothing store of Northwestern Colorado.” Men shopped there for cowboy boots, overalls, suits, and hats. One of its maxims was “A customer is not a cold statistic . . . he is a flesh-and-blood human being with feelings and emotions like our own, and with biases and prejudices.” A & G Wither Mercantile offered everything from toothpicks to barbed wire. After their quarters at the Harrisons’, the Steamboat Cabin Hotel felt sumptuous, with its gabled roof, contrasting wood trim, wraparound porch, and a room that looked out onto the river and the mountains. Dorothy noted afterward, “the nervous strain of the exams was awful for everyone makes so much of them here and you realize you are a public official. . . . They weren’t as bad as they might have been, by any means, but so silly, and taking ten [actually, twelve] exams in two days is not a pleasure trip!”
The tests, taken by a few dozen women and overseen by Emma Peck, who was the Colorado county schools superintendent from 1896–98 and again from 1912–20, were given in the district courthouse. Dorothy and Ros noticed that there was a one-eyed man kicking back in the corner, and they agreed that he must be one of the “spotters” they had been told would be in attendance, but later, they found out that he was a janitor. The subjects were arithmetic, reading, penmanship, physiology, orthography, history, school law, grammar, theory and practice (of teaching), geography, civil government, and natural science. Some of the questions were more idiosyncratic than they had expected, including “Describe the changes that take place in ‘egg on toast’ during the process of digestion,” “Explain methods of bidding on and letting road work by contract,” and “Give a physiological reason for not boxing children’s ears.” Ros wrote, “I presume we got through but not with very fine results, I fear. . . . I fell down on Colorado law and civil government.”
On Thursday, after their first six-hour ordeal, they treated themselves to the hot sulfur baths down the street. They had not had an “all-over” since their night at the Brown Palace three weeks earlier. Ros loved the public swimming pool but found the stench of the water dreadful. In 1923 the town’s founding father, James Crawford, described how he had been fascinated by “the very nest of springs” when he came upon them fifty years earlier, and how the sulfur “continues to the present time to attract the attention of the olfactories.” The spring near the future site of the Moffat depot sounded then “exactly like a steamboat laboring upstream.” That evening they got to know Mrs. Peck. She was three years older than Mrs. Harrison and about the same size. The state seemed to be full of invincible tiny women who never complained—a source of inspiration, particularly to Dorothy.
Mrs. Peck, formerly Emma Hull, first taught school at the age of sixteen in Clear Creek County, thirty-five miles west of Denver. Some of her students were older than she was. She liked to tell a story about a hulking seventeen-year-old who went home after the first day and told his mother that his teacher was “a little girl who isn’t any bigger than a half pint.” Three years later, Hull married Harry B. Peck, and in October 1883 they moved with their first two children to Hayden.
Dorothy described Mrs. Peck as “thoroughly delightful—and such stories as she told us! Originally her territory was as big as the state of Mass. . . . and she drove 1,200 miles her first year! She had four little children at the time she was teaching, took them all to school all day and kept house and did regular ranch work, too!” A reporter made the same observation a century later: “While she washed dishes, or mixed bread, or churned, she heard one child say his multiplication tables and upbraided another for never seeming to be able to learn the principal exports of Germany.” Soon she was asked to teach at a new school in Craig, and when she heard she would have sixty-two pupils, she demanded that the board add another teacher for the older ones. It was the first “graded” school in the county. Like other frontier women, in addition to her work in the house and on the ranch, she took on wider duties as called for, delivering babies and closing the eyes of the dead.
—————————
The teachers finished the last exam on Friday afternoon, and that night Ferry turned up in Steamboat Springs and took them out for a celebratory steak dinner. He was on his way to Salt Lake City for his monthlong civilian military training at Fort Douglas. Although President Wilson was campaigning for his second term with the slogan “He Kept Us Out of War,” the armed forces were preparing for possible American involvement in the European conflict. Carpenter had invited Bob Perry’s sister Charlotte to join them. Charlotte had been two years behind them at Smith; Ros and Dorothy remembered her as an active participant in drama. She was tall and thin, with springy red hair and blue eyes. As one friend described her, she “moved like a bullet shot out of a machine gun.” Charlotte, along with her own close friend from Smith, Portia Mansfield, had recently started the Rocky Mountain Dancing Club, later renamed the Perry-Mansfield Performing Arts Camp, hidden away in a corner of Strawberry Park, a few miles outside Steamboat Springs. The first of its kind in the country—more of a school, except in its rustic setup—it offered young women serious training in dance and theater. Charlotte insisted that they go see it and spend the night there.
The teachers readily agreed, curious about Charlotte and Portia and their ambitious undertaking. Ferry accompanied them on their two-mile walk through Steamboat Springs, along Soda Creek, and onto a narrow trail into the woods. Dorothy and Ros discussed school matters with him, aware that in his absence, they would be managing the school on their own.
Hiking along a trail of pine needles, they found themselves in a landscape that was completely unlike Elkhead—a densely forested hillside of fir trees and aspens that overlooked a green meadow and the close backdrop of the snowy Rockies. At the top of the steep bank above the creek, they passed six white canvas tents, their wooden floors built on a foundation of tree stumps. Partway down the hill, they came upon a clearing and the main lodge. It consisted of a dance studio, screened on three sides, and a big living room, its log walls stained dark, Elizabethan-style, and a stone fireplace at the far end. Hung on display were the skins of bears, coyotes, and wild cats—shot by Bob’s and Charlotte’s older sister, Marjorie.
Charlotte, who was more artistic in her tastes, had always been uninhibited in her undertakings, pursuing her interest in theater despite her parents’ misgivings. Once, when her father was in New York raising money for the Moffat Road, and she was taking part in a performance of Robin Hood at Miss Wolcott’s School in Denver, she ripped the green felt off her father’s billiard table for costumes. He had an explosive temper, but it didn’t intimidate her. Her mother, Lottie, had expected her to be a Denver debutante. When she told her parents that she and Portia intended to start a dance camp, Sam Perry scoffed at the idea, but Lottie, more indulgent and open-minded than her husband, convinced him to let her try. He warned Charlotte that he would disinherit her if the camp failed.
They set out to make a go of things. Bob found a piece of land for them in Strawberry Park, and Charlotte and Portia spent two years in Chicago, living in Hull House, where they made enough money to buy the property. Charlotte gave Bible lessons and taught basketball, while Portia taught dance. In addition, Charlotte studied and taught drama and art, and Portia taught classes at the Hotel del Prado in classical, athletic, Russian, interpretive, eurythmic, toe, and social dancing. They also went to the Lewis Institute, where they convinced some Irish coffin-makers to show them how to make furniture that could be disassembled and screwed back together. They built a few large tables and a chair for the main cabin at the camp, then took them apart and put them on the train to Colorado.
There was an abandoned homestead on the property that served as Charlotte and Portia’s home—and soon as the camp’s music room. They took blue theater curtains and hung them on rods held in place at either end by Y-shaped tree branches. Bob Perry loaned them half a dozen carpenters and an ill-tempered mule from the Moffat mine to help build the main lodge and the tents for campers. The two women worked alongside the men throughout the construction. They also cooked for them, and Charlotte had to tearfully consult with Bob when the workers threatened to quit, complaining that they couldn’t eat the meals. Portia recalled, “He told us to soak the potatoes in grease, over-cook the meat, boil the coffee, and serve them soggy pie. We tried this formula, and they loved every bite.”
The two made a good team. Portia, the self-confident, dreamy daughter of a Chicago lawyer, had rippling masses of auburn hair to her waist. Her father died soon after he saw her off to Northampton, and as a dance teacher, she largely supported herself, her sister, and her mother. At Smith, she had convinced the physical-education teacher, Senda Berenson—the sister of the art critic Bernard Berenson—to start a class in ballet. Berenson focused on classical technique while Portia experimented with an improvisational style inspired by Isadora Duncan, whose work wasn’t yet widely known.
In 1910, after graduation, Portia moved to Omaha. She had heard that the city had a vibrant cultural life, and she had no trouble getting work. She knew early on that, much as she loved to dance, her real gift was as a teacher. In Omaha, she saw Anna Pavlova a former member of the Imperial Russian Ballet and the Ballets Russes, in The Dying Swan, a performance that she said changed her life. She was also strongly influenced by Sergei Diaghilev, whose “Russian dancers” had so impressed Dorothy and Ros in Paris. Like Diaghilev, Portia borrowed from many art forms—painting, drama, ballet, costume, and lighting—but she encouraged her students to move as naturally as possible.
As the camp got under way, Charlotte worked as chief set designer, costume-maker, and general manager. Portia was the choreographer. They enrolled fifteen students the first summer, including a girl from New York City whose parents, Francois and Mary Tonetti, were prominent sculptors and friends of Isadora Duncan. Alexandra Tonetti, who was thirteen that summer, recollected that Portia was “a sort of Greenwich Village artist,” and Charlotte, raw-boned and businesslike. “She grew straight and had never been twisted. Very Western.” They made a profit of five hundred dollars after the first season and soon established a winter studio in New York and a summer traveling dance company. Sam Perry, no longer contemptuous about the venture, attended some of the performances and loaned them horses from his stable in Denver. Marjorie Perry led the students’ afternoon and weekend trail rides. In coming years, the camp became nationally known for its superb teachers and choreographers and its experimental approach to the arts.
For the first decade, the camp was lit only with candles and kerosene. The hand pump drew water from the spring at the bottom of the hundred-foot cliff. The students made lanterns out of recycled peanut-oil cans, which they pierced in decorative patterns. A chandelier was created from a cast-off wagon wheel and hung from the ceiling. There were Indian rugs on the floors and flowers in an array of Indian baskets. Ros wrote to her parents about the living room, “really it is one of the loveliest and most artistic rooms I have ever seen.” Dorothy and Ros could scarcely believe what Charlotte and Portia had accomplished in such a short time. Ros described the camp as “a dream come true, and these two girls saved every penny for it from their earnings as dancing teachers.”
Many neighbors in Steamboat Springs, though, were shocked by the stories of barefoot young women in diaphanous dresses dancing on the lawn to the accompaniment of strange music. In the eyes of local ranchers, whose notion of dance was a good hoedown, the activities at the camp were sinful. They wouldn’t allow their wives and daughters past the front gate, telling them that the two madwomen were in league with the devil. Milk and butter deliveries were left in the creek, to be picked up later in the morning.
—————————
Ros and Dorothy spent the next day at the camp, watching the students rehearse. “They dance in filmy costumes of chiffon—Greek style—and all colors,” Ros wrote. “It was a fascinating sight—such a contrast between the Rocky mountain setting and the return to Rome and Greece.” At noon, Bob drove up from Oak Creek, bearing freshly shot grouse. They spent the afternoon together and had a picnic with him at camp. “This Bob Perry,” Dorothy wrote, “is very attractive and saved our lives by offering to bring us home by machine.” Ros, for her part, was beginning to take more than a friendly interest in Bob, with his fine features, athletic prowess, and generosity.
They left the camp at eight-thirty on Saturday night, drove back to Steamboat Springs, where they picked up their belongings at the hotel, and continued on to Hayden, a three-hour drive. Several days earlier, when they had registered at the Hayden Inn, the proprietor announced to Dorothy and Ros, “You schoolmarms want to marry some rich ranchers & settle out here.” Dorothy was sure they scandalized him when they showed up close to midnight with the most desirable bachelor in the county.
Bob called for them at five the next morning, and they stole out in the dark. It turned out to be a beautiful late-summer day, and his little Dodge somehow conquered the steep grades to Elkhead. Dorothy wrote, “We came sailing over the new road; when it looked impossible, we would get out, figure out the one way, and plow on.” To the Harrisons’ amazement, they got to within a mile of the house, the first time an automobile had ever made it that far. Bob carried their suitcases, they took their bundles, and they reached the house by seven A.M.
After a hasty glass of milk, he hurried back to meet his father at the mine in Oak Hills. “Imagine being escorted home 60 miles!” Dorothy wrote. “It has been some trip I can assure you—each night in a different bed and every hour crammed full! We were so glad to get home and had a most enthusiastic welcome from the Harrisons who were bursting with pride over a new Sears Roebuck stove & a new brass bed in our room!” What was more, Lewis had found Ros’s lost skirt, caught in some sagebrush, when he had returned with their horses on Wednesday.
They soon received their teacher’s certificates, signed by Emma H. Peck. Dorothy’s average was 905/12, and Ros’s, 905/6. Dorothy wrote to her father, “It is a great satisfaction for of course everyone will know it and they will have much more confidence in us now.” Ros, noting the uncanny similarity in their scores, said, “Mother Dear, . . . Well, Dotty and I are overcome at these magnificent grades. . . . I think Mrs. Peck must have been perjuring her soul, to give them to us.”
DEBUT
Dorothy and Ferry at Oak Point, 1916
Every August, Ferry Carpenter held a birthday party for himself at Oak Point, transforming his quiet bachelor’s cabin into a boisterous all-night dance that drew more than a hundred guests, from many miles away. That year he saw the occasion as a “kind of coming out party” for the teachers. On the evening of the party, Dorothy and Ros stayed at school until seven-fifteen, and then had an hour’s ride to Oak Point, watching the sun set and the moon rise over the mountains. When they arrived, the party was well under way. Out front was a big bonfire of logs and brush, topped with an old washtub of coffee. The furniture had been moved outside to make room for the dancing.
“I wish you could have seen that picture,” Ros wrote to her family. “The low ceilings—the log walls—dimly lighted by kerosene lamps—the musicians huddled over their fiddles, playing the strangest music, and the oddly dressed couples whirling through the steps of the square dances which are the popular thing here. . . . One dark complexioned cow puncher leaned against the door jamb calling the figures.” They played quadrilles, waltzes, and two-steps, and she and Dorothy had more partners than they could count. “Bob Perry (whose sister I knew slightly at Smith) was there and so nice to us. He whisked us through the quadrille in great shape.” Still, she added, “Mr. C.,” for the first time dressed up in a white shirt and tie, “was a better dancer than Mr. P.”
Ros was aware that, even in that peculiar locale, she was acting the part of a traditional debutante. Ferry’s party was far more diverting than the balls at the Owasco Country Club, but she couldn’t take seriously most of the men who presented themselves to her. One bachelor, a pig farmer named Roy Lambkin, asked her to be his company at supper. Lambkin had helped Carpenter break up his land and plant crops in his early years as a homesteader. “I had to lay down the law to him later,” she wrote, “and assure him that schoolmarms hadn’t a moment to themselves—Sundays were our busiest days!” She didn’t add that the afternoons were reserved, after church, for Bob and Ferry.
Twenty-four-year-old Everette Adair, the son of the wealthy rancher John Adair, was especially persistent. The object of frequent jokes between Ros and Dorothy about his flamboyant style of dress and his flashy rings, he showed up at the house a few weeks later, leading two horses. When they consulted with Mrs. Harrison about the propriety of going riding with him, he poked his head inside and answered for her: “They will be just as safe as tho they were in the arms of Jesus.” Still, as Dorothy put it after the party, the real “belle of the ball” was Carpenter’s newly installed bathroom. Ferry wrote more graphically, “Everywhere guests rushed up to me and said: ‘Happy Birthday! Show me the flush toilet!’ ”
At midnight, Mrs. Murphy served a supper of sandwiches, cake, and ice cream outside. Afterward, fueled by food and coffee, the dancers picked up the pace, and the fiddlers started a double quick. “How I wish you could have seen us madly dancing around those two small low-ceilinged rooms!” Dorothy wrote to her father. Ferry, in a letter to his parents, said that it was the fastest music he had ever “stepped to,” but his partner was Annie Elmer, the prize hay pitcher of Morgan Bottom—the productive flat land just north of the Yampa River—and they had no trouble keeping up. “Round and round we tore—it was fine with the floor all to ourselves—an occasional whoop or yell of encouragement as ‘Stay with ’em Tex’ or ‘Go to it Ferry,’ & soon we all had our coats off & the sweat a rolling off of us—well there were no quitters & after nearly an hour the musicians gave it up & slowed down to a last step & quit amid much shouting & clapping.”
By daybreak, the babies were asleep in their mothers’ arms; most of the older children were piled upstairs in the loft on some bedding Ferry had strewn about. But Tommy Jones was still wide awake at five A.M. He told Ros, “ ’Ere were ’ifteen auto ’ere ’at night!” She commented, “He can’t talk any other way but he’s cute as he can be.” At six-thirty, the musicians played “Home Sweet Home,” and people began getting into their rigs and autos. The two women rode wearily home and slept until noon.
Dorothy wrote to her father that it was “a never-to-be-forgotten experience,” an impression Ros confirmed over sixty years later, when she said that as they rode back to the Harrisons’, she realized it was “the first time in my life that I’d seen the sun set, moon rise, the moon set, and the sun rise all in one night.”
—————————
At the time of the party, they had been in Elkhead under a month, and they reveled in their new social life. Carpenter and Perry were engaged in a serious but gentlemanly rivalry over Ros. Bob, despite his reserved temperament, was making his intentions clear. Ferry was less overt. He knew that Bob, with his collegiate good looks and promising career prospects with the Moffat Coal Company, was the more likely suitor. His own future in the cattle business was uncertain. Still, he may have hoped that he could win Ros with his quick mind and appealing personality. In any case, the competition didn’t interfere with the two men’s friendship. If anything, it brought them closer together.
Virtually every Sunday until the worst of the winter weather, Bob made the forty-five-mile trip from Oak Creek to Hayden. It was another ten miles on horseback to Oak Point, then he and Ferry rode the final five miles together to the Harrison ranch. Bob’s daughter-in-law, Ruth Perry, said, “It is remarkable that there was any courtship at all, given the distance.” Bob’s father, Sam, was known for his relentless work ethic, and “he was not one to give anyone much time off.” Frank Harrison, Jr., observed the suitors at dinner each week with lively interest. Looking back on those months as an older man, he described Ferry and Bob as “young fellows with tail feathers blooming.”
At the time, Frank Jr. was also trying to impress the women, as was virtually every other unmarried man in the vicinity. The county fair in Hayden, held at the end of the summer, attracted residents from all over Routt County, and the town and the fairgoers dressed for the occasion. The streets were ablaze with “Old Gory,” as one of Dorothy’s schoolchildren called the American flag. The students all had haircuts and looked “positively stylish.” Everette Adair was wearing a bright red satin shirt and sash, a tan plush sombrero, high-heeled boots with jangling spurs, and his flashing rings. Frank whispered to Dorothy in awestruck tones, “That shirt put him back seven and a half.” Lefty Flynn, a strapping former Yale fullback from Greenwich, Connecticut, who had come west with the dream of becoming a cowboy, had bought the Harrisons’ first ranch and “was the second best in the costume line—he had on a leather waistcoat embroidered in highly colored beads, front and back, & leather sleeves! Lefty had proved that Colorado isn’t always dry—& was having a time.” Although the state had banned alcohol in January 1916, four years before national prohibition, liquor flowed freely in Oak Creek and was not hard to come by in outlying towns.
The teachers picked up some packages at the post office, including one from Bob, which contained bunches of sweet peas for the women to wear that day. Then Frank escorted them to the fairgrounds, paid their entrance fee, offered to buy them pink lemonade, and secured good grandstand seats for the competitions. “I never saw such instinctive courtesy as these people have,” Dorothy said, not considering that—nine years younger than they were—he might have amorous hopes of his own.
Dorothy and Ros watched the bucking horses, the ladies’ race, and a relay race in which saddles were changed “in the twinkling of an eye.” The festive mood darkened when a horse swerved and crashed through a fence, rolling down a bank. The rider escaped with a few broken bones, but the horse had to be put down. Frank accompanied the women to lunch at the Hayden Inn, and later, they ran into Isadore Bolten, a Jewish émigré from White Russia—Elkhead’s most unusual bachelor. Carpenter had told them about Bolten’s near mythic journey to the American frontier. His mother had died when he was a little boy, and he had learned the cobbling trade from an uncle. In his late teens, he wandered through Europe, stopping in libraries to read whatever he could find about the American West. He traveled to New York by steerage and borrowed some money from a cousin to get to Chicago, where he worked at Marshall Field’s, then opened a cobbler shop. At night he learned English at Hull House, eventually finding his way to Elkhead, determined to become a rancher. Bolten told the schoolteachers in his thick accent, “I looked and looked for you young ladies to take you to dinner!” Ros wrote, “We were overcome by our popularity!”
Actually, she and Dorothy were accustomed to being admired and pampered, and they were baffled by occasional flare-ups of resentment. Iva Rench—a talented music and art teacher—was almost palpably hostile. She had been hired to teach at the tiny Mountain View School, not at grand Elkhead; it never occurred to Dorothy and Ros to wonder why or to think about how that might aggravate her. “Miss Rench descended on us one day,” Dorothy wrote, accompanied by her class of four. “She seems to be awfully jealous of us, for some unknown reason—and like lots of good people, is very irritating. She didn’t say one nice thing about the school or give us a friendly word.” Then she added, “However, she helped me tremendously with suggestions and I was too grateful to be mad, as Ros was.”
When Dorothy had to visit the dentist in Hayden, he charged her only a dollar—half price. Ros speculated it was because he took pity on her as an impoverished schoolteacher. Dorothy bantered with the dentist, saying that he would never get rich at those rates. This companionable exchange infuriated the next patient: “I suppose she thought he would make it up on her,” Dorothy commented.
—————————
Dorothy and Ros still didn’t know about Ferry’s ingenious matchmaking scheme. He, however, had discovered a secret of Dorothy’s. Soon after the teachers’ arrival, he noticed that she was receiving frequent letters from Grand Rapids, Michigan. He correctly surmised, before Dorothy’s parents did, that—somehow, somewhere, between her departure from Auburn and her arrival in Hayden—she had been spoken for.
Six months before her trip to Colorado, Dorothy had met a twenty-nine-year-old banker, Lemuel Hillman, in Grand Rapids, where she and Ros were visiting childhood friends Betty and Monroe Hubbard. Hillman had roomed with Hubbard at Colgate, and he was a guest at a dinner the Hubbards threw for their houseguests. Hillman looked the part of a banker of that era, serious and trustworthy, with his short hair parted on the side and combed back from his brow, a pair of pince-nez often perched on his nose. His father ran a rubber business in New York City, and after graduation Lemuel worked at the United States Rubber Company in Philadelphia, intending one day to take over his father’s plant. However, his mother, whom he adored, died suddenly, and his father remarried within the year. He and his stepmother did not get along. In 1911 Hubbard asked him to join a bond business he and some other friends were starting in Grand Rapids. Hillman needed no convincing to make the move. When Dorothy met him, he had just entered an investment-banking firm called Howe, Snow, Corrigan & Bertles.
She found him more entertaining than expected. He shared her intense curiosity about other people, and her sense of humor. She spent the evening talking to him in the parlor, and the next day he took her out to lunch and showed her his new office. They saw each other every day that week.
After Dorothy returned to Auburn, Hillman wrote to say that he had work to do in New York City and that he would like to stop and see her. Her family approved of him, and he visited again on the way back. They took a walk in Fort Hill Cemetery, where she showed him the monument to Chief Logan and her other favorite spots. When they sat down to rest on a bench overlooking the Woodruffs’ house and garden, he asked her to marry him. Flustered, she said that she had given Rosamond her word about the trip to Colorado and that she couldn’t possibly think of marriage just then. “He didn’t like that very well,” she recounted in later years. Disappointed but resolute, he wrote to her every day. When he learned that she and Ros would be spending the night in Chicago on their way to Denver, he insisted on meeting her there.
Dorothy agreed to have lunch with him. In a letter to her mother, she described the place he had chosen—the Blackstone Hotel, a luxurious establishment in the theater district—as “the most attractive hotel I have ever been in, outside of Paris.” The air “was artificially cooled by refrigeration, and it was simply blissful” on that 90-degree day. Hillman ardently pressed his case, but Dorothy was concerned that people at tables nearby would overhear him. He impatiently paid the check and hailed a taxi. They followed Lake Shore Drive out of the city, and when they reached a long stretch of beach, he asked the driver to pull to the side. They got out to take a walk, and she finally said yes. “I realized,” she said, “that I really was very much in love with him and he was the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.”
He took her back to Mr. Underwood’s house, but she wouldn’t let him return that evening, saying that she didn’t want to tell even Ros just yet. They agreed to marry as soon as she returned from Colorado. Further testing his self-restraint, she asked him not to disclose their news to anyone. She was especially determined to keep it from her parents, who were likely to demand that she return at once.
That night, buffeted by the heat, her excitement, and a loud thunderstorm, she couldn’t sleep, but by the next morning she had recovered her equilibrium. She mentioned to her mother her lunch with Lem, adding that afterward they motored through the parks and along the lake. “It was so funny,” she wrote, “to see crowds of people nonchalantly walking along hot city pavements in sketchy bathing suits.”
Ros gleaned the truth on the train ride to Denver, when Dorothy absentmindedly said she had left her hairbrush in Grand Rapids. She reminded Dotty that they hadn’t been anywhere near Grand Rapids, and wanted to know every detail about the proposal. Hillman ended up confiding in a motherly high school principal named Miss Daniels, with whom he was boarding. Dorothy had met her during her visit to the Hubbards and at the end of August, Miss Daniels wrote her a congratulatory letter, to which Dorothy responded: “It was a great comfort to hear from you—the first to know of our happiness” (Ros didn’t count), “and it was so good of you to write me—It is all so new and unexpected—it all seems like a dream—and of course it seems much more so as I haven’t yet written my family.” She admitted that “Colorado would never have had charms for me if I had dreamed this would happen—but as long as I am here—I am finding it a fascinating life.” And, she said wistfully: “I don’t dare think how far off May is—won’t you write to me some time, again?”
—————————
Ros, witnessing her friend’s happiness about her engagement and her longing for Lem, inadvertently began to disclose her own state of mind. “What do you think?” she wrote to her aunt Helen the first week in October. “ ‘Hand and heart’ marriages which mean getting your life-mate thru an agency are quite usual out here. I heard about one yesterday, the father of 2 pupils, and I simply gasped.” Absorbed in a letter home on a nastily inclement day, she went on to offer some advice to her Aunt Helen, who wanted to buy a dog. Ros thought she should get an Airedale. She said a Scotch terrier would be too much trouble, and told her that Airedales “are so faithful and loyal, they’d stick to you and you can feed them anything.” She had learned about them from Bob Perry, who owned two.
As if on cue, Mrs. Harrison called upstairs, “Yonder comes two fellahs on horseback.” Perry and Carpenter were soaked and spattered with mud. “A regular hurricane at noon” had kept the women from Sunday school but hadn’t deterred the men from their weekly visit. They spent the afternoon inside, sitting in the “best” room, as Ros put it, “the stove red hot and the folding bed serving as sofa,—five Harrisons and the four of us.”
She made an affectionate observation about Ferry’s choice of clothes: “You wouldn’t dream any man could look as Mr. Carpenter did. Dot and I nearly expire over his costumes,—blue overalls, blue cotton shirt open at the neck and old rubber boots. Mr. Perry on the contrary wears a very nice-looking riding top and tends towards the immaculate.” In that regard, he took after his father, Sam, whom a friend remembered as always “shaved and barbered to a hair,” and dressed “like an English guardsman in mufti.” Dorothy described Ferry as “the best ‘raconteur’ I ever heard. . . . He is so picturesque not only in appearance but his vivid cowboy slang and such wonderful insight into human nature. It really is a treat to have him as a friend.”
Because of the lack of privacy at the Harrisons’, Dorothy and Ros saved their intimate conversations for their horseback rides to and from school. Lem wrote long letters to Dorothy virtually every day; she had finally found a more copious correspondent than she. Her days were so full, she was able to reply only on Saturdays, and his letters were so long, she later said, that she read them as they jogged along to school. As Lewis rode ahead, she read some parts out loud to Ros, and they discussed the comparative merits of Ros’s two suitors: Carpenter, the funny, intellectual risk-taker; and Perry, good-looking, steady, gallant—and well dressed.
That Sunday at the Harrisons’, the men talked about the closely fought presidential race, in which Woodrow Wilson was running for a second term against Supreme Court Justice Charles Evans Hughes. Although the war was being fought from France to Russia, and the Allies needed help, Wilson pledged to remain neutral. Hughes continued to advocate greater readiness even after Wilson got a preparedness bill through Congress, and he criticized Wilson for his handling of the Mexican civil war. Teddy Roosevelt had dissolved the Progressive Party and endorsed Hughes. Bob was a firm Hughes man. Ferry was a Republican, but he remained a devout believer in Wilson, considering him surpassed only by Abraham Lincoln among American presidents. As he subsequently wrote, “Wilson’s life sunk into the lives of many people who were fortunate enuf to know or to hear or to read him. This to an unusual degree.” Both passionately held forth, Dorothy swayed by Carpenter’s arguments and Ros siding with Perry.
Everyone around the two women tailored conversations to their genteel sensibilities and did their best to keep them entertained. Dorothy and Ros never tired of the company of Carpenter and Perry, or of the Harrisons, who followed Bob’s courtship of Ros with acuity. Mrs. Harrison ate some candy that Dorothy produced and laughed nervously at the lively political debate. “As for Mr. H.,” Ros wrote, “he literally disappeared from view every now and then behind the sofa-cushions when he was too full of mirth. It was an eventful afternoon for this household as callers are almost an unknown quantity!”
Around that time, Mr. and Mrs. Harrison took them on a camping trip to California Park, a huge tract of public land laced with trout streams and pine forests in the mountains ten miles northwest of the house. On one Friday morning, as Dorothy and Ros went to school, the two Harrisons left to make camp, the horses loaded with supplies. Frank Jr., Lewis, and Ruth stayed behind to do the daily chores.
The teachers and children were distracted all day by the sight of dozens of cowpunchers rounding up cattle nearby, tearing around the schoolhouse and down the hill at breakneck speed. Dorothy wrote that it was a wonderful sight—“magnificent big creatures,” galloping from one side to the other. “Sometimes we see hundreds of them in a long straight line silhouetted against the sky.”
After school, one cowboy, a “dashing specimen,” rode up to help them pack their horses: bedding, clothes, toothbrushes, and Ros’s Kodak. They stared at his Mexican saddle, just sent to him, he told them, by a friend who had been in a fight with the “greasers.” There was a hole through the back where the friend had killed a man. The saddle was stained with blood.
As they set out to meet the Harrisons, they were joined, Dorothy said, by a series of stunning-looking men in high, tooled boots with wicked spurs, chaps over their blue jeans, and sombreros. The men asked where they were going, “in the most frank curiosity—then told us to hurry,” dubious about them riding such a long distance in unfamiliar territory, especially after dark. One man pressed matches on them in case they needed to build a campfire. Ros and Dorothy continued by themselves, exclaiming over the quakers, which were in their full autumn glory. “The sunset light on those sheets of gold with here & there a great black pine or a mass of red oak was the most superb riot of color I have ever seen,” Dorothy wrote. As it got later, “the light would come in long shafts, just touching the tops, and it was positively ethereal.”
Frank Jr., recalling how the teachers loved the fall in Elkhead, later said, “You know, after the frost had hit this country, we never thought anything about those quakers, they always turned yellow as soon as they frosted. They really marveled over the beauty of the country. You know, all we could see was the same old quakers.” Ros and Dorothy climbed a narrow canyon bordering the Elkhead River, and there were tremendous bare cliffs on one side “which looked wrinkled with age, like ‘The Ring’ scenery and all we needed was ‘Siegfried’!” Mrs. Harrison had tied rags to the trees for them to follow.
The horses began to flag, and as it got dark, the girls lost their sense of direction. They were reconciling themselves to a night in the brush when they heard a faint answer to their calls. Soon they were sitting around the campfire, wolfing down a supper of bacon, biscuits, and coffee. Mr. Harrison had made their beds—several layers of blankets with their slickers on top. They took off their shoes and crawled inside. In the morning, they looked out of their bedrolls at Mrs. Harrison making breakfast, “a little bit of a thin thing,” wearing an old cap of Lewis’s and his mackinaw, Ruth’s divided skirt, and a gingham apron.
They packed up and rode off, stopping to fish at a spot called the Pot Holes, a series of boggy canyons where all of the streams drained and formed gravelly pools. Afterward, they took a shortcut home, a narrow cattle trail straight up Agner Mountain. Mr. Harrison had to chop down branches with his ax to make space for their wide loads. Ros, fully acclimated by then, described the ride as a “real corker” but said, “I’d ride one of these horses up a telegraph pole now and think nothing of it.” Mrs. Harrison, though, did not like riding, and she screamed most of the way. Ros soothed her by talking about the trip her mother had taken down the Grand Canyon, telling her that “ ‘constant prayer’ pulled her thru alive.” Unconvinced, Mrs. Harrison got down and walked, and “Mr. H. guided his five lady passengers back to the home port, sans mishap.”
“Hero No. 1”
THE CREAM OF ROUTT COUNTY
Oak Hills, 1915
The teachers worked Monday through Friday, and except for their morning duties at Sunday school and their preparations for the following week’s classes, they were free on the weekends. Sometimes Bob managed to get to Elkhead on Saturday, to take the teachers on excursions without Ferry. They went with him on one “all day jaunt” to his future anthracite coal mine in Elkhead. “Mother dear,” Ros wrote on September 2, “I am sitting under a pine tree with the most beautiful blue sky above—and a veritable grove of pines and quaking aspens about me. . . . We are having the best kind of a time. We rode all morning—now [Mr. P.] is interviewing the man who is in charge of the land while we sit and laze, until we eat our picnic lunch. The horses are grazing away nearby—and I wish you could see the whole scene—the little tent down between two hillsides covered with ferns and trees. We appreciate trees, after our sage brush.”
As they were luxuriating, Bob’s horse got loose, and when they noticed it was gone, they leaped up and began a frantic search, futilely calling and whistling. Perry got onto Dorothy’s horse, Pep. She had traded in Rogan, offering a bonus, which the buyer refused. Pep was a small sorrel, and Bob galloped off, finally catching his horse halfway back to the Harrisons’.
The following weekend, he invited them to his house in Oak Hills, telling them he’d give them a tour of the Moffat mine. They would be joined by his sister Charlotte and Portia Mansfield, and by two young women from Lexington, Kentucky, who were coming for a visit. Dorothy and Ferry had discovered that each had a friend there: Anne Holloway, whom Dorothy knew from Smith; and Dot Embry, a Vassar graduate, whom Ferry had met when he was in law school. He had been sporadically wooing Dot for a few years, but without any apparent ardor.
On their way to pick up Dot and Anne at the Oak Creek depot, they drove to Bob’s other property—a homestead in Twenty Mile Park, between Hayden and Oak Creek. It was set in a meadow of oat and wheat fields. Dorothy commented, “It is wonderful to see them break up sagebrush & change virgin land—into a fertile farm land.” Bob’s tiny shack was surrounded by “very high mountains all around which looked dark & cavernous as if they were peopled by gnomes, and I expected to see giants & ogres.” After Bob spent some time talking to his overseer, they got back into the Dodge and “tore up, down, & around those mountains at a perilous pace and just reached Oak Creek as the train pulled in.” Faced with three pairs of women, two of which contained “Dorothys,” Bob simplified matters by calling Dot and Anne “The Kentuckys,” and the teachers “The Auburns.” Ros described the weekend as a lopsided house party, “the ratio being 6 ladies to 1 gentleman.”
Bob’s low-slung frame house in Oak Hills, its back porch strewn with saddle blankets and other paraphernalia, was even more comfortable and up-to-date than Ferry’s cabin. It had electric lights, steam heat, a bathtub, and hot running water. Unwanted wildlife, though, shared it with him. Dorothy and Ros had learned from Marjorie Perry that during one of her recent visits, a pack rat had made off with one of her stockings, and she had to go home without it. Dorothy commented: “They are as big as cats, on dit, & called pack rats because they ‘pack off’ everything—that is cowboy slang for ‘carrying away.’ ” The women slept in three double beds in the living room. They were chary of using Bob’s blankets until he assured them that the previous guests had washed them. “Mr. Perry,” Dorothy wrote, stayed on “the piazza, talking to us all the time.”
The house stood on a bluff, overlooking an unsightly hamlet consisting of miners’ boardinghouses, company stores, blacksmith shops, repair shops, an electric generator plant, and several shacks. The mines were in a narrow gulch with steep slopes covered by gnarled scrub oak. The main line of the railroad ran through the gulch, with several switch tracks leading to and from the tipple.
In 1916 workdays for the miners depended on the availability of railroad cars and market orders, and the mine usually closed down in the spring, reopening in September or October, when the weather got cold and demand for coal picked up. When the mines were working, steam hissed from numerous machines, whistles blew signals, and bells announced moving equipment. As cars were loaded, the racket was magnified by the sounds of the tipple shakers and coal falling into place. Coal smoke belched from the generator plants, locomotives, and steam-powered equipment. The burning slag pile emitted a stinking smoke of its own, and the air was filled with hot cinders that occasionally flew into workers’ eyes. On a quiet Saturday afternoon, with the mines shut, Ros was able to focus on the “real grass terrace with lovely flower garden, whence came the sweet peas” for the county fair. Her determination to see the best of Oak Hills was the most overt indication so far that she was coming to reciprocate Bob Perry’s feelings. Still, she added: “Oak Creek and Oak Hills are merely mining towns and very rough,—not at all like Hayden.”
—————————
Ros was right. The culture of Oak Creek and the company town of Oak Hills, built for the miners and providing everything from housing and mess halls to doctors, bore no resemblance to the folksy atmosphere of Hayden or the bustle of Steamboat Springs. She and Dorothy, though, weren’t privy to some of the more sordid characteristics of coal towns. Oak Creek—started by a disreputable operator named Sam Bell, who had been the sheriff and run the brothels in Cripple Creek—was built “to meet the needs of the men who dug the coal from the bowels of the earth and brought it to the surface for loading and shipping,” wrote Paul Bonnifield, a former miner and local historian. “These miners were a special breed and they needed a town suited to their style.” In addition to an Episcopalian church, respectable homes, and a log school outside town, Oak Creek had bars, gambling parlors, and brothels—or, as the church ladies later alluded to them over tea, “sporting houses.”
The residents were German, Italian, Croatian, Slovenian, Czech, Greek, Turkish, Japanese, and African-American. The immigrant and African-American men, who had made their way west after the Civil War, worked in the mines. Their wives washed dishes, cleaned houses and commercial buildings, and in the summer picked lettuce and spinach on ranches in nearby Yampa. The immigrants formed their own clubs and gathered at one of the pool halls or gambling parlors after work. Italians (the most recent arrivals) and African-Americans lived in a neighborhood called Hickory Flats, near the tipple of the Pinnacle mine, owned by the Victor American Fuel Company. Hickory Flats consisted of dilapidated shacks coated with coal cinders and one-room cribs where prostitutes conducted business. It was known for stabbings and shootings, and the town marshal refused to go there after dark.
At times violent clashes arose. The local newspaper, the Oak Creek Times, gave matter-of-fact accounts of some incidents that occurred around the time Ros and Dorothy went to Colorado. “Man Beats Aged Miner: Murderous Foreigner Crunches Head of American”; “Mexican Meets Death by Severe Blow in Abdomen”; “Harry Gray . . . A Rope Rider, in Moment of Fear Plunges Sharp Instrument Through Heart of Routt County Boy.” Women, alone during work hours at their homesteads in the countryside or their houses in town, were easy prey. In June 1917 a young woman was attacked by a Greek friend of her Italian husband. When her husband returned unexpectedly and came upon the friend pressing his wife against the kitchen table, one hand over her mouth, the other tearing off her clothes, he blew the man’s brains out.
It was all part of the West’s growing pains. Notwithstanding the Panic of 1893, brought on by excessive speculation in railroads, American industries and homes were voracious consumers of coal, and Sam Perry and David Moffat, who personified the symbiosis between mining and railroads, were determined to deliver it to them. In 1902 Moffat’s railway company was organized with the financial backing of Perry; the future senators Charles J. Hughes, Jr., and Lawrence C. Phipps; and several other Colorado tycoons. The deal included the acquisition of twenty-seven hundred acres in Routt County, in an area known to be rich in bituminous coal. Perry convinced Moffat to route the railroad through Oak Creek. In return, he named his mining venture the Moffat Coal Company, although locals referred to it as the Perry mine.
Sam Perry had grown up on a farm in Nebraska and moved to Chicago, where he worked for a jeweler on Lake Street in the business district. The store burned down in the Great Chicago Fire of 1871, and Sam saved many of the goods. He married the boss’s daughter, Lottie Matson, a delicate girl who suffered from severe asthma. Sam and Lottie spent their honeymoon in Georgetown, Colorado, one of the silver mining towns that had been established during the gold rush. A few years later, they settled in Denver, believing that the dry air would improve Lottie’s health. Sam became one of the directors, then the president, of the Denver Tramway Company, which built the suburban line. He also began investing in gold and silver mines near Breckenridge and Dillon, and in the coalfields of Routt County.
By 1908 the Moffat Road had made it over the Divide and into Oak Creek. Sam Perry and his business associates also bought a flat, open property not far away that they called Phippsburg, after Sam rejected “Perryville.” The area around Oak Creek was too narrow and steep for the railroad yards, roundhouse, and car and engine shops, so they were built in Phippsburg instead. Many believed that Oak Creek and Phippsburg were destined to be the two largest towns in Routt County. In 1908 the “townlet” of Oak Creek had fifty people; four years later, it was bigger than Steamboat Springs—1,033 registered voters, compared to 954. By then five other mining companies had set themselves up in the vicinity of Oak Hills.
On business trips from Denver, Perry and Moffat stayed in Moffat’s personal railcar, the Marcia, named after his daughter. It had an interior of cherry mahogany, oak, brass, silk, and stained glass. The floor was carpeted, and the wallpaper was embossed velvet. After an evening meal in the dining car, they walked onto the observation platform to see how the work was progressing. A sign was erected on the road heading south by the mine: COAL: THE CREAM OF ROUTT COUNTY. Local promoters referred to coal as “black gold.” The company eventually printed an advertisement featuring a photograph of a wooden coal car loaded with blocks of coal the size of boulders and three adorable children sitting on top, holding smaller pieces in their hands.
As in other mining towns, relations between owners and workers were tense. In addition to the physical demands, the double shifts, and the perils of the work, miners had virtually no control over their lives. From 1908 until 1912, Perry’s men took a special train from Phippsburg to Oak Hills every day and paid for their own transportation. Things got a little easier when they were moved into a cluster of cabins at Oak Hills called “the Circle.” The housing, supplied with electricity, was better than many others had. But miners were paid in scrip, counterfeit money printed by the company. It was good only at the expensive company store, or through the black market in town, where each mine had its own contacts. Workers for the Moffat mine took their scrip to a contact in Oak Creek, and sold it at a loss of fifty percent, or sometimes much more. The man might give a drunk miner only a dollar for scrip worth five dollars. The store or bar owner was reimbursed by the mine’s pay clerk, who took his cut of the profit. The blacksmiths who repaired miners’ picks, shovels, and drills routinely cheated them. In order to have more productive working areas or a better mining “buddy,” some men paid their coworkers to switch places with them in the mine. That, too, caused resentment.
Accidents were an inevitable part of the job. Explosions in the mines could be caused by gas, smoke, or even coal dust. Men were injured or killed by falling rocks from the roof, especially in areas of shale or fossil remains. If the props were not properly set, the roof caved in. This happened most often near the mine face, where the mountain was rearranging itself—“taking weight”—as the coal was removed. Inexperienced workers smoked cigarettes as they carried powder, caps, and fuses. Efforts were made to institute safer procedures. The Moffat Coal Company hired experienced shot-firers to place the explosives, but it passed along the cost to the miners by charging higher prices. Although the company was known to be “one of the most careful and considerate” in the state, of the half-dozen explosions in Oak Hills, the worst was a dust blowout years later at the Perry mine. The dust caught fire, and flames ignited the coal, causing a chain reaction that resulted in a massive ball of fire. “When the wind and fire came out of the mine portal, it threw cars, rails, and the tipple clear across the draw in an arch of fire and destruction,” a Colorado inspection report noted. Five men were killed. Afterward, a list of new safety precautions was added, including, “No lights, matches, cigars, cigarettes or pipes allowed in mine.”
In 1910, when the miners in a coalfield in Boulder County went on strike, so did the men in Routt County. In Oak Hills, workers demanded scales to weigh the coal, the right to live where they wanted, and to be free from the costs incurred by the shot-firers. The strike was quickly put down, but the United Mine Workers continued to organize, and the unrest throughout Colorado never really ended. Three years later, in September 1913, local miners joined a statewide walkout that started to the south near Trinidad and culminated in the infamous Ludlow Massacre. Twenty people were killed there, including eleven children, when the National Guard opened fire. Miners retaliated with increasing force around the state.
That fall, the Moffat Coal Company erected guard towers with spotlights and machine guns around its mines, and in November, the companies in Oak Hills reopened with nonunion men. Bob Perry was in charge at the Moffat mine, with his father’s close oversight, and an organization of mine owners hired the Baldwin-Felts detective agency to provide security. Baldwin was notorious for its brutal strike-breaking tactics, including an armor-plated car, deployed at Ludlow, that had a swiveling Gatling gun mounted in the back.
In Oak Hills, for a short time, the striking workers fought back more or less with impunity. When a mob of miners and their wives marched to the Pinnacle mine to object to new guards installed at the tipple, the man in charge of security was stoned and clubbed, and the sheriff escorted him to the train to Denver. A few weeks before Christmas, some miners’ wives, who were shopping for presents, were denied credit at Bell Mercantile. They hauled the owner outside the store and beat him up. One night, when strikers fought scabs in the bars and on the streets, women and children were sheltered in the bank basement. The state militia was finally summoned.
The United Mine Workers had promised a strike fund for the workers, but it never materialized in Oak Hills, and the situation grew desperate that winter. Some workers left the area; others chose to return to the mines rather than starve. On March 20, 1914, two miners walking by the railroad tracks were shot to death by two nonunion men. One of those arrested for the murders was released on bond and worked as a rope rider at the Moffat mine. Not long afterward, as Paul Bonnifield put it, “a string of cars broke loose and ‘accidentally’ killed him.” In April, President Wilson sent federal troops to Colorado, and the 12th U.S. Cavalry arrived in Oak Creek. The strikers were defeated.
—————————
On Saturday morning, Bob took Dorothy and Ros through the Moffat mine. The other women elected to stay home, but the teachers, who understood that he had a complex and demanding job, were interested to learn more about his work. He had wanted to be a doctor, but Sam needed him to help run the coal company. Bob knew that his years at Columbia, his comfortable cabin, his good clothes, his Dodge, and the gifts he liked to bestow upon the teachers would not have been possible without Sam’s perspicacity and hardheadedness. The only son, he never seriously thought about defying his father.
Bob was good at his job, and although he was firmly anti-union, he often listened to the complaints of one of his young employees on this volatile subject, explaining, “First we have to think about production.” The success of the Moffat mine, the most modern in Colorado, was critical. If it shut down, so would the others in the Yampa coalfields. Moreover, the Moffat Road depended on the regular transport of coal. If the railroad was abandoned, most of the businesses in northwestern Colorado would close, settlement would stop, and towns would die.
Bob showed Ros and Dorothy how the coal was mined. They passed the shower rooms, the mess hall, and the mine office where he worked and where the miners stopped each morning to take their numbered metal chips from a board on the wall. They put their chips on a hook fastened to their lunch buckets, or to the front of their leather belts. Not far from the mine portal was the powder room, where explosives were kept. It was a concrete-lined hole dug into the mountain and hung with black powder pellets. Secured with a steel door, the room was built far enough away that if there was a fire or gas or dust explosion in the mine, it wouldn’t reach the powder supply.
The mine had three pits. At its main entrance, an electric hoisting plant ran the cable system for the mine cars, although mules were still used to take the coal to the main haulage way. As the women walked into the narrow entrance, the tunnel dropped steeply. Bob told them that there were fifteen miles of tunnels connected to “rooms” under the hills. Three hundred miners worked there, in helmets that resembled hard leather baseball caps, with a carbide lamp burning on the bill. They also wore long underwear, to keep warm and to prevent coal dust from settling on the unexposed parts of their bodies.
Miners considered it bad luck for women to go into mines, but Bob brushed aside the superstition. Dorothy and Ros, in their own helmets, noticed the eerie shadows that the lamplight made on the tunnel walls. “We saw all the different processes, stumbled along in those dark, wet chasms with our flickering lights,” Ros wrote, “and marveled at the thought of it all. I never appreciated ‘coal’ before.” A fan forced the stale air out of the ventilation shafts, but as they descended, it became increasingly claustrophobic. Coal dust hung in the air, and there was a musty smell of standing water. The roof was reinforced with six-foot wooden props, which creaked under the weight of the mountain. The tracks made by rats were visible in the dust.
Each day the men went to work with their pickaxes and shovels. If there were pools of water, they pumped it out. Miners, two to each room, loaded the loose coal into the cars, then hung a chip on the cars they had filled. The rope rider pulled them to the surface, where the check-weighman measured them and recorded the weight and car numbers. The chips were then returned to the board, and the weighman transported the cars to the tipple. There were some details that Bob left out of his account. The miners always checked their tonnage and counted the number of chips to be sure that all of their cars had been weighed. On the trip to the weighman, the rope rider occasionally “lost” or changed a number. Men were paid by the ton, but if any ordinary rock—called bone—found its way into a car, the miner wasn’t paid for that load. If a man didn’t return at the end of the day or was found dead in the mine, he was identified by his numbered chip.
At the end of their shift, workers cut out a space underneath the coal. The goal was to avoid “shooting on the solid,” which crushed the coal into slack; they wanted valuable lump and nut coal. Then they drilled holes for the explosives and placed the charges. Only the shot-firer remained, to be sure the charges were tamped in and the fuse was the right length. Mine explosions were caused by a shot “blowing out” or going off at the wrong time. The shot-firer lit the powder and “shot the coal down,” breaking it up into chunks to be loaded into cars the next day.
As the women walked back to the surface of the earth, Ros was struck by the enormity of the enterprise—a feeling reinforced that afternoon when they gamely accompanied Bob four miles, behind two mules in a steady rain, to Phippsburg, where the roundhouse and other engine and car-repair buildings had just been finished. Sam Perry had spent heavily on the improvements, and it was an impressive sight—no better way, Bob must have felt, to show the woman he loved the role the Perrys were playing in the future of the West. Dorothy, though, was shaken by her experience in the mine. She wrote afterward, “I am glad to have done it, for I never need to go through another. I was scared & didn’t like it.”
—————————
It poured throughout Saturday—an equinoctial event, Perry told them. The women all slept late both mornings, while their imperturbable host started the fire and made breakfast. His housekeeper was sick, so Charlotte and Portia, who were used to cooking for large groups at camp, took over the other meals. Dorothy and Ros helped with the dishes. The food was magnificent, they said: grouse for breakfast, and for dinner, duck and ice cream.
Before they left on Sunday, it stopped raining, and Ros took a picture of Bob leaning casually against the back-porch rail with one of his Airedales. The downpour had turned the rough roads into a slurry of mud. Perry put chains on the tires, and they started home—six women squeezed into his little car. Dorothy was glad that for once she and Ros hadn’t overpacked; they had just put a change of clothes into their knitting bags. The chains didn’t make much difference, and after skidding in the mud for several miles, they returned to the Oak Creek depot and took the train. Charlotte and Portia got off at Steamboat Springs, while the others continued on to Hayden. The Harrisons had invited Dot and Anne to stay with them for the rest of their visit.
Dorothy and Ros were worried about how they would get to school, and everyone got up early on Monday morning. Bob had assured them that he would borrow an automobile, but as it turned out, everyone in Hayden who owned one had gone to a funeral some forty miles away. The storm had blown down the telephone wire, so they couldn’t call the school and let the students know they would be late. While Bob worked on the transportation dilemma, they visited Mrs. Peck and observed a class at the Hayden School.
At noon, Bob returned in a seven-passenger Marmon—an unusual sight in Hayden, with its whitewall tires, long, gleaming black nose, and two gentlemen in the front seat. The Marmon’s owner, a sheep man from Wyoming, insisted that he was going to Elkhead anyway, and said he gladly would take them. The other man was Ferry’s ranching partner, Jack White, whose bristly hair stood straight up from his head. With his rugged good looks, gruff courtesy, and bone-crushing handshake, he appeared to have stepped out of a dime-store Western. Bob, reassured, took the train back to Oak Creek. “We were all piled into the tonneau,” Ros said, “and had a most wonderful ride out.”
Along the way, the sheep man kept turning around and firing compliments at the women, as they prayed he would make the difficult turns. When they spotted a coyote, the man jammed on the brakes and pulled out a rifle. White took his six-shooter from his hip pocket. Both fired and missed. Dorothy, falling into her prescribed role, wrote: “Imagine being in a beautiful machine & having two men shooting from the running board!” The men soon stirred up a flock of sage grouse, also known as cocks of the plains, “& we were fairly trembling with excitement as they loaded up. Mr. White killed two beauties & then showed us the gory process of cleaning them. They gallantly presented them to us and we made a triumphant entrance, much to Mrs. Harrison’s excitement.” By then it was midafternoon. The teachers swore to each other that they wouldn’t miss another day of school all year, a vow they kept.
“UNARMED AND DEFENSELESS”
Bob Perry and Mascot at his cabin in Oak Hills, 1916
Ros was turning thirty on October 8, and Bob and Ferry had promised to take them to a scenic place south of Hayden called Williams Fork. They were looking forward to a busy weekend, starting with a teachers’ conference in Hayden on Saturday and ending with the excursion on Sunday with their friends. On Friday, though, Ferry telephoned them at the schoolhouse to say that he had heard from Dr. Cole, the aptly named company doctor at Oak Hills, that Bob wasn’t well. The birthday outing would have to be postponed. Claiming that he knew nothing more about it, he said he guessed there wasn’t much the matter.
When the two women woke up the next morning to another deluge, they changed their minds about riding to Hayden, although they knew that Mrs. Peck would be disappointed not to see them at the conference. Ros wrote a get-well note to Bob.
Dear Mr. Perry:
We surely were sorry to hear via Mr. Carpenter and Dr. Cole that you’re not feeling up to the work. I hope it’s nothing serious. . . .
This is just to convey to you our sympathy and the hope that whatever is the matter—it won’t last long.
The Auburns
Dorothy scrawled a hearty P.S. at the bottom of the page:
Cheer up! We’ll have that birthday party yet—all the merrier for being postponed. What’s in a date?
In the afternoon, they rode to a neighboring ranch to make a phone call for Mrs. Harrison. They were told that Carpenter had left suddenly for Oak Creek, and they suspected there was some trouble at the mine, but they weren’t overly concerned. On Monday evening, however, as they were riding home from school, Everette Adair hailed them, and as he rode up, he asked breathlessly if they had heard the news about Bob Perry.
—————————
The previous Wednesday, October 4, as Bob was getting ready for bed, he had stepped outside his cabin in his undershirt and trousers. Two men suddenly appeared from around the corner, their faces masked with blue handkerchiefs. One pressed a rifle against his stomach; the other put a revolver to his head. Speaking in heavy accents, they said, “Don’t scare, don’t scare, we want money,” and told him they were going to take him into the mountains. Bob protested that he wasn’t dressed to go anywhere on such a cold night and told them the money was in the house.
They forced him inside, allowing him to get dressed. The taller man took Bob’s wallet from the table; it contained two five-dollar bills and some change. The man’s companion—broad-shouldered and barrel-chested with light brown eyes—demanded tobacco and helped himself to a Colt .32 and a holster in the cabinet. He also picked up a watch, but when Bob ordered him to put it back, the tall man grabbed it and threw it on the table. They stepped into the kitchen and packed some food to take with them.
The kidnappers bound his arms to his sides and led him outside at gunpoint, warning him not to holler. Soon the men were arguing with each other in a foreign language. Bob surmised that they were disagreeing about which route to take from the cabin. They led him away, making slow progress through the back country above the mines, avoiding the trails in the creek bottoms where they might be seen and were more likely to leave tracks. After an hour or two they paused to rest in an aspen grove, where a crude shelter had been built out of boughs, and the remains of a campfire were evident.
The short, stocky man handed his rifle to his companion and took down another rifle they had tied to a tree. He then stepped to one side and made some hand signals, apparently to another confederate higher up in the brush. The tall man, who was dressed in brown overalls, a brown coat, and a gray mackinaw, tied Bob’s arms behind him and held the rest of the length of rope. They resumed their circuitous journey, stopping for the night at the top of a ridge outside Oak Creek. They built a fire, bound his feet, and tied the long end of the rope to a high tree branch. Bob attempted to loosen his bonds and was warned that if he tried again, they would kill him. The kidnappers alternated keeping watch.
The mine whistles awoke them at seven A.M. The tall man, who was younger and had a better command of English, told him that they had been hired by someone in Oak Creek to kill him, but what they really wanted was money. They ordered him to write to his father in Denver and demand that he bring them $15,000 (the equivalent a century later of about $300,000); then they would release him. If he refused, they would shoot him.
After haggling with his captors about whether his father must deliver the money alone and whether the horse should be white or red or red and white, they agreed that Perry Sr. could ride a white horse and that he could be accompanied by Bob’s milk man, Ed Griffin, who would ride the red horse the captors had seen him on before. Evidently, they were familiar with Oak Creek. They gave Bob a pencil and paper, and he wrote two copies of the ransom note, one addressed to his father’s Denver office and the other to his parents’ house on Grant Street. As they ordered, he wrote that the police were not to be notified, and that if a posse appeared, they would kill him before the rescuers got anywhere near him. Figuring the men could not read English, Bob added a few details of his own:
Thursday, 7:00 a.m.
Dear Pop,
. . . [T]hey are very definite as to what will happen to me if they do not get the money. They speak a foreign language which I cannot understand. It seems to me that they are “touched.” Anything you will do is O.K. to me. If anything should happen to me, give my love to them all. For I have done all that I can . . . They say if you send the money you can come on a white horse, and that you may bring another man with you—Ed Griffin on Lazarus. You are to walk the hills straight west regardless of the roads, or, as they say, “as the sun hideth,” and they will stop you some time during the day. They tell me we are to start walking tomorrow. BOB
When he had finished, he was given a grubby little book of one-cent stamps. Bob put two on each letter, wrote “Special Delivery” on the envelopes, and informed the men that the letters would cost more—ten cents each. They asked whether they would have to sign anything for the postmaster, and Bob told them just to buy the extra stamps and drop the letters into the box. The tall man went off to Oak Creek with the letters but soon came back with another demand. Bob duly added: “P.S. They just return to say that it must be gold.”
The man reappeared about four hours later in different clothes: a brown suit, a dark flannel shirt, an overcoat, and new shoes. He changed his shirt again and pulled on his overalls over the trousers, then his mackinaw. He also brought back a sack containing several loaves of bread, a pound of butter, twelve cans of Tuxedo tobacco, a ham, and four pears. He took three cans of tobacco for himself and gave nine cans to the stocky man—a chain-smoker in a black slouch hat who puffed on his pipe through his handkerchief. The kerchief slipped down while he slept, and Bob took note of his features: a broad, flat nose and a heavy mustache, with hair that seemed to grow across his face rather than down. His hands were large and red with stubby fingers, and his right thumbnail was bruised. Bob had little appetite, but he managed to eat some bread and butter. He asked one of them to fetch him some water from Little Trout Creek, near where they were camped. When he complained of being cold, the tall man loaned him his overcoat.
On Thursday evening, after dark, Bob and his captors set out again, and the stocky man became furious when he saw that the ropes binding Bob’s arms had become loose. The captors spoke urgently to each other, and the tall one again threatened him, telling him that if they found the rope loosened again, they would kill him. Besides, he said, “There are about thirty of us around here, and you could never make a getaway.” Bob doubted their talk about a group of co-conspirators but not their willingness to shoot him.
At daybreak on Friday, after walking through a light drizzle, they stopped in a deep gulch called Little Middle Creek, where the men told him they would stay until the ransom was delivered. Cold and damp, Bob asked them to build a fire. They hesitated, thinking the smoke might be seen, but finally consented and made breakfast, frying some of the ham and tearing off pieces of bread. Bob lay down by the fire to rest, but the long end of the rope had been fastened so high on a tree branch that it tugged uncomfortably. The stocky man untied it, which provoked further words with his companion.
Sometime before eleven A.M., Bob dozed off. When he woke up, both kidnappers were asleep. Under the taller man’s jacket, he could see the edge of the holster holding his own automatic; his rifle was on the ground at the foot of a tree about six feet away. Although his upper arms were bound, he managed to work free his feet and his forearms. Bob leaned over and tried to grab the gun, but it was just beyond reach. Instead, he jumped over the tall man and seized the rifle from his companion.
The kidnapper woke up and grabbed the rifle back with both hands, but Bob shoved it against his chest and then awkwardly wrested it from him. Bob backed up to the tree where the second rifle was lying. He angled the stocky man’s rifle at them both, telling them to run or he would kill them. As the tall man reached for the automatic and started toward him, the stocky man came at him from the other side. Bob repeated his command, but the tall man ignored him, and Bob fired, hitting him in the chest. The man reeled and fell but got up again, standing unsteadily.
Bob took both rifles and ran in the opposite direction. He stopped briefly about three-quarters of a mile from the gulch and managed to work his arms free. He soon reached the Ben Male ranch, where he called Oak Creek and reached his father, who had just arrived.
Sam Perry had been about to set out with Ed Griffin to deliver the money to the kidnappers. In the hours since he had received the ransom note late Thursday night, he had called Ferry Carpenter to convey the terrible news, obtained the gold with the help of a Denver banker he knew, and chartered a train to Oak Creek. Now, vastly relieved, Sam set out to meet Bob at the ranch, accompanied by Marjorie, four detectives from the Denver police force, and Dr. Cole, a family friend. Ferry, too, had headed for Oak Creek to join one of the posses being organized to capture the renegades.
Sam doted on Marjorie, his firstborn, treating her like a son. Every year she accompanied him on a weeks-long hunting expedition. As one newspaper account described her, “Wearing a heavy flannel shirt and chaps, like a cowboy of the plains, she has ridden through the wildest regions of the state, shooting deer and bear and even an occasional mountain lion.” One year she returned with a bear cub she named Perrywinkle and kept in her parents’ backyard in Denver. (As an older woman, when her two favorite dogs died, she skinned them and used their pelts as rugs.)
The Denver Post, always alert to the exploits of the Perry family, reported that Marjorie, the “Denver society girl and experienced bear hunter, is leading one of the posses that is hunting thru the mountains of Routt county for the surviving one of the two Greeks who kidnapped her brother. . . . [S]he knows the ground to be traversed as well as any of the men and better than most of them. The young woman is heavily armed.” Bob Perry told the Post in an interview on October 8, “I think they were amateurs in the brigand business, but they were thoroly in earnest about what they were doing, and I guess I was lucky to get away with a whole skin.”
Once Bob had time to eat and rest, he led his group through the hills to the spot where he had shot the kidnapper. The newspapers didn’t hold back. “Oak Creek,” the Rocky Mountain News reported, was “a scene of the wildest excitement, the streets teeming with aroused Americans.” At around eight P.M. on Friday, they found the tall man lying on his side in Little Middle Creek Gulch. The moon was shining under a light cloud, and they could see a revolver on the ground next to his hand. His clothing was in disarray, and there were two bullet holes, one through the chest and another through his right temple.
On Sunday morning, the coroner of Routt County impaneled a jury of six and held an inquest at Oak Creek. The dead man was identified as George Katsegahnis, a Greek miner who had worked briefly for Perry in the mine. Ferry served as Bob’s lawyer, and after various witnesses had been called, it was determined that the bullet through the temple was the one that had killed Katsegahnis, and that his partner was Jim Karagounis, who worked with him in the mine. The matter of who fired the fatal shot was not resolved, but “County authorities,” the Oak Creek Times reported on October 9, “have accepted the explanation that George Katsegohnis [sic] the younger and brainier of the two kidnappers, who was injured by young Perry when the latter was forced to shoot in making his escape, killed himself.” The owner of the Oak Creek Cemetery refused to allow him to be buried there, arguing, as an item in the Oak Creek Times put it, “We, as a people, do not want this class of citizens, dead or alive, in our midst.”
The Greeks in Oak Hills were fearful about retaliatory attacks. One man wrote a long letter to Perry on October 11, telling him that none of the other Greek miners was complicit in the crime, and that if they had a chance to capture the kidnapper, they would kill him. He said that some of his friends at the Moffat mine had quit already and went on, “I presume you know it, that the town is against to me, and not having any protection of yours, is no use for me to stay here at all, anyway I ain’t forgetting your past favors. . . .” The next day the Oak Creek Times reported the “wholesale arrest of local Greeks . . . on slender clues or no grounds at all, but later they were released.”
A wanted poster went up in the nearby towns, with a detailed description of the fugitive based on information provided by Bob: “Nationality Greek, age 40 to 50 years, height 5 ft. 7 in. weight 170 lbs., complexion dark, eyes peculiar, had heavy moustache, nose broad and flat, right thumb nail with spot from bruise. Was bareheaded when last seen: grey brown check shirt, eight hob nails in sole of each shoe.” The poster offered a thousand-dollar reward for information leading to the arrest of the suspect, half to be paid by Sam Perry, the other half by the Routt County commissioners.
On Sunday morning, two sisters named Leota and Loretta Crosswhite, who owned a confectionery store in Steamboat Springs, were taking a walk to the springs and spotted a man by the railroad tracks fitting the description of the fugitive. They hurried back to town to tell the deputy sheriff. Karagounis surrendered without resistance and readily admitted his part in the kidnapping. He denied killing his partner, saying that the man was too badly wounded to move and that he had been forced to leave him in the creek bed. The reward was split between the Crosswhite sisters.
Bob Perry, accompanied by Ferry Carpenter, went to the jail in Steamboat Springs on Monday to identify Karagounis. “The Greek greeted Bob with a smile,” Carpenter wrote in his autobiography. “In turn, Bob shook hands with him and called him Jim.” On January 12, 1917, James Karagounis was tried in the district court in Steamboat Springs—the building where Dorothy and Ros had taken their teachers’ examinations the previous August. He was convicted of kidnapping and “assault with deadly weapons with a confederate.” He was sentenced to life plus six and a half years in the state penitentiary. Two years later, he was knifed to death by another inmate.
—————————
On Friday, October 13, Ros began a prosaic letter to her mother about exercises they had conducted at the school to celebrate Columbus Day. The children had performed a play, songs, and recitations before an audience of mothers and babies. Ros and Dorothy had made costumes out of some of Mrs. Harrison’s old tablecloths and a few wisps of cheesecloth, and the children made paper crowns and ruffs. Ros joked about her growing ease at the piano, pounding out the pieces after a week or two of practice—“even Papa wouldn’t recognize my touch!”
“Now I have a long story to tell,” she began in a seamless segue. She wrote how Everette Adair had inquired about Bob Perry, either with poorly concealed spite or an unfortunate choice of tense: “You girls knew him, didn’t you?” She noted exultantly, “We both felt at that—that he’d been killed and was no more. He had almost been killed—but had a marvelous escape. It’s the most extraordinary tale in the century, and in this country I didn’t know such things happened.” She said she would send the newspaper accounts, “that you may read a thriller!”
Indeed, newspapers around the country carried the story, with descriptions of Perry’s athleticism and college credentials, his father’s prominence in the Denver business world, maps of the route Bob took with his captors, illustrations of him shooting Katsegahnis, and copies of his “Dear Pop” ransom letter. Reporters added their own flourishes: “Unarmed and defenseless, dressed only in his pajamas,” the Denver Post initially reported, Perry “was completely at the mercy of his assailants who with knives and guns threatened him continually, and frequently beat him when he failed to obey promptly the commands given him.” On October 8, after an interview with Bob, the Post declared in its headline on October 8, “I HATED TO SHOOT KIDNAPER” SAYS PERRY. SON OF MINE MAGNATE TELLS VIVID STORY OF DEATH BATTLE WITH POLITE PAIR OF BRIGANDS. The Los Angeles Morning Tribune published the story on its front page.
Back in Elkhead, Ros informed her mother, “Everyone seems to feel that Mr. Perry is perfectly safe now. The Greeks are scared to death of him, and he’s very well liked at the mine. These men were notably ‘no good.’ . . . Don’t think that kidnapping is customary out here or worry! It’s as unusual here as in Auburn.”
On an October Sunday afternoon a few weeks later, just as Ros and Dorothy had given up on seeing their friends, the two men showed up to take them on a long ride. Bob brought with him from the Oak Hills company store two mackinaws (brown for Ros, green for Dorothy) and some heavy woolen gloves they had asked for. Ferry, lacking presents and a story of courageous struggle with two desperadoes, fussed over the women’s failure to bring woolen underwear for the winter.
Dorothy wrote of “Mr. Perry,” he “looks thinner & worn; and of course it was thrilling to hear his account of the kidnapping.” He showed them the Luger he now carried in his coat pocket, and demonstrated its accuracy on their ride home by shooting a porcupine. At his family’s insistence, he had hired a bodyguard, but he asked the man to stay at Ferry’s cabin while they visited the teachers, and Dorothy noticed that he didn’t seem remotely concerned about his safety.
In Rosamond’s Elkhead photo album, under a picture of Bob posing on horseback in white shirt, jacket, necktie, and fedora, loosely holding his rifle, she wrote “Hero No. 1.” Pasted next to him is “Hero No. 2”—a candid shot of Ferry on skis, caught with his head thrown back in a moment of unrestrained laughter. She wrote underneath, “A very good likeness.”
Ros was discreet about her deepening affection for Bob, but Ferry knew that he had lost the competition.
“THE DARK DAYS ARE VERY FEW”
Ros taking a picture of Bob on Thanksgiving
On an unseasonably warm Saturday at the end of October, the teachers got up at six, took their cold sponge baths, cleaned their room, mended some clothes, washed Ros’s hair, and worked on their lessons. They had made most of the home visits already, but they had a few left in the farthest hills. That afternoon, they rode up into Little Arkansas, the area of heavy aspens Carpenter had described in his letter to them before they left Auburn. It turned out that people there really did eat bear cabbage and porcupine. Dorothy commented, “I don’t see how these people make a living—with just a tiny log cabin in a clearing—& a potato patch! Think of living in the country & not having a cow or chickens—everyone is ‘pulling Taters’ now and burying them for the winter.”
One place about two and a half miles north of the schoolhouse was particularly forlorn, a tiny cabin on the peak of a mountain, surrounded by aspens. It was the home of a family of “poor whites” from Kentucky who had five children, three of whom had joined Dorothy’s class. “I was positively terrified by the mother’s appearance,” she wrote. “She is tall & gaunt with a wisp of bright red hair—and 2 horrible tusks of teeth.” The cabin was “dreadfully dirty . . . and for furniture she had a stove, three double beds and two stools—for seven people! I felt so sorry for the poor creature.” Attempting to start a conversation, Dorothy asked her if she liked the country. The woman replied, “ ‘Naw—’pears like me & Chris don’t care about nothin’ any more!’ What can life mean, but mere existence to people like that? The children are neat & clean at school & no wonder they love it.”
Now the students’ frayed clothes were less picturesque than they had seemed in August. Tommy Jones wore a torn shirt, a ragged coat, and a duster around his neck. Six-year-old Robin Robinson was bare-legged in cutoff overalls and practically disappeared inside Jimmy’s coat, which was in shreds and so big on him that his hands dangled inside the sleeves. Their mother, a cultured woman from France whose family disowned her when she married a cowboy, had died during childbirth, when Robin was three. Nine-year-old Jesse Morsbach, who informed Dorothy that the biblical Abraham came from Kansas, wept because his shoes, which he tied together with string, constantly flapped open and tripped him; he started wearing old rubber boots instead. Even children from some of the relatively well-off families were in rags, because the “freight” hadn’t come—their annual shipments from Sears Roebuck.
With no warning one afternoon, the temperature dropped and a snowstorm descended. Few of the children had worn coats to school, and they set off for home at a dead run. The teachers were moved by the students’ attempts to cope, and by their good cheer in the face of such adversity. Jesse’s brother Rudolph, Dorothy wrote to her father, “said he always ate radishes to keep him warm!” She asked her sisters for help, suggesting that they collect some old scarves, sweaters, and coats for the children: “They are hard working, self respecting people—very proud, but I am sure we could manage to give them some clothing.” Dr. D. L. Whittaker, the new doctor in Hayden, came up to examine the students and found several cases of enlarged tonsils and poor eyesight, among them Lewis Harrison, who needed glasses. Lewis was also told that he would have to go to Denver to have his adenoids removed. Tommy Jones had an ulcer inside his right nostril, causing nosebleeds.
The Woodruffs and the Underwoods had come to think of Dorothy and Ros as missionaries, and they responded to their daughters’ pleas for help. Dorothy’s father took her letters to his office and had his secretary type them up. Grace Underwood, using Ros’s typewriter, transcribed the letters herself. Copies were distributed to friends and family in Auburn. The two families, and the city’s congregations, went to work. In late fall, Ros’s mother spoke at a monthly meeting of the King’s Daughters of the First Baptist Church, a group of wealthy young women intent upon improving the lives of the poor. Their motto was: “Look up, not down; look forward, not back; look out, not in; lend a hand.” Mrs. Underwood passed around pictures that Ros had sent of the children and the schoolhouse.
Soon boxes and barrels began appearing in Hayden; they were taken to Elkhead whenever someone had a wagon available. Dorothy and Ros put clothing donations in the supply closet and distributed them when the need arose. Early one afternoon, a box of clothes from Ros’s aunt Nellie was delivered just before a blizzard struck. Ros tore open the box and clapped a sweater and shawl and her own green coat on three of the girls who had come to school in cotton dresses.
One box from the Woodruffs was full of sneakers and rubber overshoes. Ros told the boys that if they made goals for a basketball court and laid out the field, she would donate the ball, and she and Miss Woodruff would coach—a generous if improbable thought, probably inspired by the basketball lessons Charlotte Perry had given to children at Hull House in Chicago.
Grace Underwood sent books from her daughter’s childhood library, and as Ros unpacked Things Will Take a Turn, Each and All, and a Dickens storybook, she thought about how happy she was to see them being used by the children rather than stored in an attic box. She and Dorothy started a library of their own, and the students loved borrowing books. Louisa May Alcott was a favorite. Ros had to tactfully dissuade Mrs. Underwood from sending any more Spirit of Missions from the Episcopal Church, telling her, “They like spicier reading here in Routt Co!!” Zane Grey was popular among the adults.
The teachers were also recipients of the cross-country literary exchange. When Ferry was through with his magazines, he passed them along to the teachers: the educational reviews, the Yale Review, the Unpopular Review, and the Christian Science Monitor. Ros asked her mother if she could send along copies of the Atlantic and the Sunday New York Times as well.
Two days of blustery October wind and rain shook the house and blew in their bedroom window. The third morning they woke up to a blinding snowstorm. Waving aside the Harrisons’ advice to stay home, they rode to school, leaning into the wind as they tried to make out Lewis on Old Eagle ahead of them. Ferry, assuming they wouldn’t be able to get there and planning to substitute for the day, arrived just as they did. Fourteen children were already inside, and they had a fire going in the furnace. Robin Robinson’s father mined the anthracite coal on the hillside and hauled it to the Rock School. It burned so hot that the grates lasted only six weeks. The children lined up their shoes, caked with mud, in front of the furnace to dry them out. Even the horses had trouble extracting their hooves, and the teachers couldn’t see how the children had made their way on foot. Ferry spent the day doing odd jobs around the building, observing the classes, and chatting with the students. The teachers ate their lunch indoors with the students, as they always did on stormy days. Dorothy told Anna, “The din would make your hair stand on end. We laugh about it, for we are just like those oblivious mothers who don’t hear their children.” That night the snow stopped falling, and Ros noted, “a heavenly crescent moon and one of the real western sunsets makes me hopeful for tomorrow.”
Like the sudden shifts to clear skies, the students’ responsiveness in class compensated for the most trying moments. Dorothy found that it wasn’t hard to distract them from their discomfort. Drawn as the children were to tales at sea, she told them in current-events class about the destruction of the Memphis, an armored navy cruiser that had been struck by a seaquake a few months earlier in the Dominican Republic. The boat was wrenched from her anchorage, tossed above the waves, then repeatedly slammed into the harbor bottom. Three sailors were washed overboard, seven were killed when some steam pipes burst, and thirty drowned after their lifeboats capsized in the gigantic waves. Robin, unable to contain himself, shouted, “We have a crick by our house!”
Dorothy wrote, “The nicest part about it all is the way they love school, and their rapt attention is really thrilling,” and, in another letter, the children “fairly eat up work, and I rack my brains to keep them busy.” She told them a story at the end of every day and made up a long series about a little boy who was traveling around the world on a spectacular boat—the best way she had found to teach geography. When she held up her postcards from Antwerp, Zermatt, and Paris, there was a stampede to the front of the room as everyone jostled for a closer look. Ros told her mother, “My Ancient History class gets the collection of Greek p.c.’s and views of Corinth today.”
They all loved an excuse for a school party, and spent weeks preparing for Halloween, laying in a supply, as Ros put it, of peanuts, apples, and other provisions, along with more galoshes and heavy stockings. Ferry bought decorations in town, and the teachers arranged for a ghost in the closet, apple-bobbing, and pin the tail on the donkey. The children made a decorative border of witches and pumpkins on the blackboard while Dorothy and Ros set the tables in the basement. They had some trouble with their popcorn balls. “We wasted a can of molasses,” Ros wrote, “and got into a terrible mess, before we finally ‘swam out’! By 6 o’clock we had about 60 good balls, and they vanished like snow under the noon day sun.”
Report cards were issued to the children each month on two-sided preprinted index cards, with a signature line for the parents. Dorothy prepared them for her fourteen students, hesitating over the choice of grades: A (admirable; 95–110), E (excellent; 85–95), F (fair; 75–85), P (poor; 60–75), and M (very poor; below 60). The report cards stated: “Any Grade lower than FAIR will not be honored by promotion.” She wrote, “I felt so mean,” adding that it still felt odd to her to be in a position of such authority. Nevertheless, she doesn’t seem to have given any of the children a P or an M, even slow Ray. And, she went on, “Our ‘warrant’ is now due and I don’t suppose any one ever felt prouder than we will of that earned money!”
—————————
School was closed for Election Day, November 7. About seventy-five men and women cast their ballots there, while back home in suffrage country, only men were going to the polls. Ros had written earlier about the primary, a ritual that she imagined taking place at public buildings across the country. “Just here I’d like to remark that it is a beautiful sight to see happy family parties hand in hand casting their ballots in a fine clean school room—no smoking—no profanity!!!”
It was a close election. Wilson had stuck to his promise of nonintervention, while Charles Evans Hughes continued to attack his stand, and argued that Wilson’s support for progressive labor laws was inimical to industry. Ros wrote to her brother George and his wife, “It has seemed so queer to be so far away from any political excitement. I hear you and Ken [the second lieutenant] are quite the leaders in the Hughes Alliance, George. We have been so crazy to hear the returns.” Around noon on November 9, Ferry telephoned the school to say that so far Wilson had won three more states than Hughes; the California results were yet to come in. “What an election it has been!” Ros commented. Wilson “is idolized out here and it is astonishing to hear how he’s considered. Hughes’ strength is not in the west!”
The following Sunday, Ferry and Bob arrived at the Harrisons’ with sacks of mail and buffalo meat (rare even in that part of the country), duck, celery, and an issue of the Breeder’s Gazette. Carpenter told them that some buffalo had been shipped in recently for breeding, and that one bull had rampaged and had to be shot. They ate it for dinner, and it joined the list of exotic meats they had sampled—deer, bear, elk, and rabbit. Lewis recently had trapped a muskrat, and the Harrisons laughed when Ros asked if they were going to eat it, too. There was great excitement when Frank Jr. went up Agner and returned with a buck slung over the back of his horse. He came in at suppertime waving a bloody liver, which, Dorothy said, “was the signal for much rejoicing—it is a welcome change to us all, and the fact that it is against the law only makes it taste better.” There were very few deer and elk at the time, and the homesteaders, often desperate for food, ignored the injunction against hunting out of season.
Dorothy and Ros longed for a newspaper with more information about the election results. Ferry told them what he knew. As expected, Wilson appeared to have carried most states in the West, but he had eked out a victory in the Northeast and the Midwest. Ferry also seized the occasion to talk about Wilson’s years at Princeton and his extraordinary intellect. He said that the president was a long-suffering idealist, working for the good of the country despite his personal distaste for public life. Ros, in keeping with her family’s Republican sympathies, wrote, “We’ve been so excited waiting to hear the presidential returns. I can’t bear to have W.W. reelected and I guess he surely has been now.” The margin of victory was slim. If California had gone for Hughes, Wilson would have lost the election. Echoing Ferry, not Ros, Dorothy told her family, “It is real utopian democracy out here—& so interestingly in conflict with all our inherited prejudices.”
—————————
Everette Adair, oblivious to the teachers’ disparagement, began to accompany them home from school. One fall evening he presented them with a box of candy, “clear from Hayden!” as he put it, causing Dorothy to remark to her audience at home, “He is such a ridiculous, vain, picturesque boy!” Another day, as they were heading back to the Harrisons’, Everette rode up to them and suggested they stop to take a look at Shorty Huguenin’s cabin. Huguenin, whose French parents had emigrated to Colorado in 1877, was married with two daughters and ran a restaurant and an ice business in Hayden. He was building a homestead near the school, and Ferry had arranged with him for Dorothy and Ros to live there in the worst of the winter months, when the two-and-a-half-mile commute would be too difficult.
The women were beginning to vaguely anticipate the difficulties. It was only the first week of November, and their horses went crashing through the ice in Calf Creek every morning. When they got up one day, it was 10 degrees. Still, by noon it was hot, and the air was so clear it almost vibrated. They had deep snow for a few days, followed by a day when the temperature rose from 20 to 95 degrees. In mid-November, during a rare week of good weather, the snow melted off the south side of the hills, giving the women a new view as they rode to school: one side naked and brown, the other clad in snow. It was hard to imagine that the winter would be quite as bad as everyone predicted.
Coming upon Shorty’s cabin, Everette laughed and said, “Your winter residence looks like a hog pen, only it isn’t large enough to be a comfortable hog pen!” For once they found his comments apt. The work had only just started, and Ros wrote to her mother, “It is the funniest looking affair you can imagine. So far, merely logs laid on top of each other—just like a corn crib with no signs of doors or windows.”
Since the lumber wasn’t even sawed yet, they decided they would stay at the Harrisons’ for a while longer. Dorothy admitted, “I couldn’t bear [the prospect of living there], if it weren’t for the convenience of having it so near the school.” Ros dismissed her mother’s worry about blizzards; she was sure the horses would find their way home. Striking a colloquial note, she added, “Also, if it ever storms too bad, we have our packing trunks with all our bedding in it, in the supply closet at school, and supper enough in the Domestic Science larder to last us through.”
Even before Thanksgiving, they were beginning to plan for Christmas, since their presents for the Harrisons and the children would have to be bought in Auburn. Dorothy had trouble deciding what to give Mrs. Harrison, who wouldn’t have any use for extravagant gifts. Trying to get her mother to imagine their landlady’s limited horizons, Dorothy wrote, “She hasn’t been farther than the school house since last February—I think perhaps one of those spool baskets nicely fitted out would please her, a bright colored one. I think she would like something different to look at.” Mr. Harrison was boarding up the kitchen, “daubing” with cement and sawdust, fortifying the house against the winter blasts. Soon Dorothy and Ros gave up on the idea of staying in Shorty’s cabin and were relieved by their decision. They loved the morning and early-evening rides and knew that they couldn’t oversee their own comfort the way Mrs. Harrison did.
The children cut willow sticks for poles and started skiing to school on the curved slats from old barrel staves, which they propped up against the stone building before they went inside. Seeing the students’ meager midday meals, some of which consisted of nothing but cold fried potatoes, Ros and Dorothy began cooking soup on the basement stove. Robin Robinson later remembered getting snowed in during November and running out of “grub.” His father and a neighbor skied to Hayden to bring back some food but got delayed by a storm and didn’t return for three days. “That school lunch at noon was about the greatest thing in our lives,” he said. “We had nothing at home to eat but boiled wheat.”
On sunny days at recess, the students liked to ski down the hill and across a pond. The teachers, who had never been on skis, took part enthusiastically. Dorothy wrote, “I went down a fine long hill today and it took me 35 minutes to come up! All the little boys went by me with gleeful smiles . . . while ‘teacher’ puffed & panted up the hill—they walk up on skis but I can’t do that & had to plow through snow up to my knees.” The boys cheered when the women got to the foot of the hill without falling.
Ros noted, “The sun is certainly a joy—the dark days are very few. The little boys’ hands are at last emerging white and clean. The dirt of ages is being worn off by the winter snows!” The girls in her class were inclined to stay inside at lunch hour, reading from Aunt Helen’s gift to the school—the “High School Series,” a selection described by its publisher as “clean, wholesome stories that will be of great interest to all girls of high school age”—but Ros pried them from their seats and shooed them outside.
Dorothy’s children continued to elicit contradictory impulses in her. One afternoon, noticing that Jimmy Robinson was shivering, she took him into the supply closet and gave him a sweater. A few minutes later, she had to usher in Tommy Jones to punish him for disobedience. He began to weep, saying, “You give Jimmy a sweater and me a whipping!” Dorothy wrote to her mother, “Wouldn’t that have melted a stone? He is literally in rags so I gave him one, too, & he was soon wreathed in smiles with tears pouring down his cheeks. I know you think I am a brute but you ought to be with me for a day—I’ll bet you’d think you were in a lunatic asylum.” Then, with the querulousness that occasionally still surfaced when she was feeling overlooked, she said, “You never mention school and I wonder if you ever think of me at the noon hour—eating sandwiches, while you consume salads & soufflés.”
None of her letters disclose her engagement, but she must have sent a telegram in late October, since her father wrote to express his approval. In his even, sloping handwriting on Auburn Button Works letterhead, he began:
My dear Dot
We had a very good visit from Lem and he confirmed the impression his former visits made—I like him very much indeed, and I am entirely satisfied that he will make you just the husband I could wish for you; he has high ideals, coupled with good business sense & I think sound judgement. Money is not the first thing with him, but I am confident you will never come to want if he has his health. . . .
The two families were sometimes incredulous that the “girls” could be as contented as they said they were. Dorothy responded to Anna, who had asked what it was like to be so far away from her fiancé: “You want to know about my real feelings but they vary! I could, of course, be very easily homesick but I won’t let myself and I know I must stay.” She wrote confusedly, “You have all been so lovely about Lem . . . of course, it is terribly hard not to see him for so long but on the other hand, I am very happy, and the weeks go by very quickly. Of course, I get discouraged when things go badly at school and when I don’t get mail for a long time but you know Ros and I have to cheer each other on. It never lasts long, and I am so absolutely well that I am always blatantly cheerful & happy.” And, she pointed out, they had a surrogate family: “The Harrisons are too good to be true, & I love them all.”
—————————
They were ready for the Thanksgiving holiday. After school that Wednesday, they rode with Lewis to Oak Point, and Lewis returned home with their horses. Ferry had two big horses hitched to a sleigh, and a new moon lit their way to town. Dorothy wrote that she had an odd feeling, “flying into Hayden in that funny little home-made sleigh—as if I were really about a hundred years in the past—going to a Thanksgiving party. . . . [Y]ou can’t know what a glorious feeling we have on these precious vacations!”
Ros was even more elated. Bob had just asked her to marry him. As Dorothy later recalled, “Having become engaged myself, I could see that romance was sprouting very heavily with Bob and Ros.” Ferry could not have missed the signs either, and he must have stifled his disappointment over dinner with the teachers at the Hayden Inn, and afterward, at his office, where they sat around the stove talking about politics, education, religion, and the Boy Scouts. He was the troop leader in Hayden, and two boys appeared, asking to take the examination. That night Dorothy and Ros shared a lumpy bed at the inn and took the seven-fifteen train with Ferry to Oak Creek, where they were enthusiastically greeted by the Perry family and other guests: Bob, his parents, Charlotte and Marjorie and Portia Mansfield, by then all good friends of theirs; and a cousin, Mrs. Holbrook, from Milwaukee.
It was a momentous introduction to Sam and Lottie. Bob had just told his parents the news, but Ros hadn’t yet informed Mr. and Mrs. Underwood. Instead, she wrote, “They are a lovely family, very devoted and full of fun. . . . Mrs. P. is quite frail, but very sweet and bright.” Almost identically, Dorothy commented, “Mrs. Perry is a most cordial, enthusiastic person, sweet as she can be,” but added, “Mr. Perry is a stern old war horse without much to say.” The attractive Mrs. Holbrook was “a woman about forty whom they nearly killed off in their athletic zeal.”
Sam Perry had organized Thursday’s activities. Driving a sleigh pulled by four mules and loaded with seven pairs of skis, he took the entire entourage, except his wife, to the top of a mountain, where the teachers had their first skiing lessons. They returned to the house in time to lie down for a few minutes before dressing for dinner at four. “My gown for the occasion was my last year’s blue serge, but it was quite all right,” Ros wrote. Mrs. Perry had arranged the seating with place cards. Ferry, as Ros referred to him at last, dropping the formality of “Mr. Carpenter,” had brought sweet peas for a centerpiece, and Mrs. Holbrook had created a framed silhouette for everyone: Dorothy’s was a figure on skis, and Bob’s, a man bound in rope. The eating “assumed real proportions as an occupation,” Dorothy wrote. They devoured everything that Bob’s housekeeper put before them: duck, grouse, fruitcake—and fresh vegetables and fruit of all kinds, a particular treat out of season. After dinner they played a card game called Racing Devil, and danced to the Victrola. Dorothy, oppressed by the steam heat, opened the door a crack to let some fresh air into the room.
Soon after Thanksgiving, Ros wrote to her parents, starting the letter with the command: “Please read this together.” Mrs. Underwood complied, putting the letter in her desk drawer. She wasn’t able to retrieve it until half past ten that night, when she and her husband returned from a dinner in town. Mr. Underwood, awed by her self-control, admitted that he never would have been able to wait. They sat down to read it by the lamp in the living room, then read it two more times before sending Ros a deliberately cryptic telegram: WE ARE ALL WELL AND HAPPY AFTER RECEIVING YOUR LETTER. Ros, like Dorothy, had asked that her engagement be kept secret until they returned to Auburn and could make the announcement themselves. Her father wrote on December 13, “I hope you & Dorothy understood our telegram & that no one else did. How I wish we could see you both!” Ros had told her parents that Mr. Shaw, who ran the telegraph office in Hayden, liked to gossip about their telegrams. Ros’s mother wrote that it would be hard not to share the good news, “but you can trust us dear.”
She didn’t hesitate, though, to tell the family, summoning to 72 South Street all of the Auburn relatives. They peppered her with questions over lunch. Was it about Arthur? Was he engaged? Fired from his job? Or was it Ros? She said only that she had a letter from Arthur that she wanted to get their advice about. Aunt Helen was late to arrive, but finally, Mrs. Underwood ushered them into the music room, where she read Arthur’s letter. It was so banal that they knew the real news was from Ros. Mrs. Underwood requested silence until she had read the letter all the way through. As she came to the end, she broke down in tears.
Then everyone started talking at once. George Jr., who had been pacing up and down the room, came to a stop before his mother and whispered, “I think it’s wonderful.” Aunt Helen rushed home to write to Ros, recalling the anxious weeks before she left for Colorado: “To think—you . . . set your face westward little thinking your Fate was there!” She also congratulated her on her high standards. “I could dance for joy that you never were weak enough to be coaxed, harried, cajoled, pushed . . . or fooled into taking the near right thing! As I march through them . . .—Harold-Dudley-Charlie-Douglas-Billy, Theologues & the Lord knows who—they all are found lacking, they did not move you—the inner soul of you. I am all for Bob—already—you love him—das [ist] genug. But when did you begin to be interested in him—when he was in danger?”
George Jr., following the same line of thought, wrote, “I know he is a real man,” underscoring the last words three times. He asked her to tell Bob that he was mighty glad to have him for a brother, and added, “Won’t this old town sit up and take notice when the good news is told?” Mrs. Underwood told her, “It is an awfully comforting feeling to know that if anything happened to us, you would have someone to lean on, & fill your life with the best that life affords.” Her father wrote, “It was a pity you could not have been here to see your bombshell explode. You would have enjoyed it.”
The jubilation at the Underwood house indicated both how much the family had come to appreciate Ros’s experience in Elkhead and how relieved her parents were that, contrary to all expectations, she had found a fiancé whom even the most straitlaced matrons of Auburn could admire. Ros’s mother then asked the Woodruffs to come for Sunday supper. There was an air of excitement when everyone sat down at the dining room table, and Mrs. Underwood said, “Let’s take hold of hands circling the table and congratulate each other.” Carrie Woodruff—acting more like her daughter than like herself—burst out: “Is Rosamond engaged?” and Grace replied, “Yes she is, to Bob Perry.” Carrie said that she knew it was either Mr. Perry or Mr. Carpenter, but she couldn’t have guessed which one. Carrie could wholeheartedly share the Underwoods’ joy, calling to mind Dorothy’s upstanding banker, and she must have pitied Grace for being unable to meet her future son-in-law for another five months.
In her own letter to Ros, Mrs. Woodruff revealed a warmer side than Dorothy was inclined to grant her, and more resilience. Despite her reservations about the Elkhead adventure, she had come to recognize that it was inevitable and—implicitly, at least—how it had begun to change them all.
Dearest Rosamond,
What thrills of pleasure and excitement you have given Mr. Woodruff and me! . . . My dear children I do congratulate you—from the bottom of my heart. Everything that you and Dorothy have written about Mr. Perry and Mr. Carpenter have proved their kindness, thoughtfulness, and devotion. . . . It is lovely to think of you as being so happy, and I realize fully that after this year neither you nor Dorothy would have been truly contented doing the same things which kept you busy before you went away. As I think of you and Dorothy growing up together, it certainly is extraordinary that your interests and occupations have always been identical. It is an unusual friendship which will I am sure never diminish—O how lovely it is that you both have this new bond of affection!
THREE-WIRE WINTER
Lewis Harrison breaking trail, 1917
In early December, Dorothy wrote to Anna that they had ridden to school that day in a blizzard. She admitted, “the wind & snow just cut—I can tell you.” The following week, Mrs. Harrison, uncharacteristically, was close to despair. Her husband and Frank Jr. were at another ranch trying to thrash, Dorothy wrote, “with an antique thrashing machine which Mr. H. would buy—against her better judgment.” A thrashing machine, which separated the grain from the chaff and the straw, was set up at a central location so that ranchers nearby could use it. The grain had to be dry, or mold would grow in the sacks. The fact that they were still at it in December indicated the difficulties they’d had with the machine and their desperation to save what grain they could. Although a new one had been ordered, no one knew when it would arrive. “Farm life can be really tragic,” Dorothy observed, “so much of it is uncertain and I pity the women!”
Mrs. Harrison’s practical nature was a contrast to Mr. Harrison’s aspirational one. He foresaw a future in which their pastures would be full of healthy cattle and their apple orchard would bear fruit for the market as well as the family. However, the winter descended with unexpected velocity. The Harrisons had no sheds for most of the livestock, not enough feed, and they were running out of coal, which meant long trips for Frank Jr. over unbroken roads to the nearest wagon mine. “You can’t imagine how hard every thing is out here—to just keep alive,” Dorothy wrote. “Boy goes very often after coal—an all day trip or maybe two—with four horses, and he is lucky to bring home a sled half full.” The cattle milled around the house at night, seeking warmth and looking balefully in the windows.
Mrs. Harrison commended her two boarders for their hardiness. She had joined in the correspondence to and from Auburn, and she wrote to Carrie on December 6:
My Dear Mrs. Woodruff—
. . . I want to thank you for lending us these nice girls of yours for this winter. I know it must have been hard to give them up, but we surely do appreciate having them. I feel like it was a big undertaking and took a lot of courage—but they are not lacking in that. They seem to enjoy everything—this morning I was helping Miss Woodruff to get started & it was blowing and snowing. I said, “it is pretty bad—I wish you had started ½ hour ago as tis getting worse.” She said, “Oh I like the sound” and they get on their horses & ride off as if they were perfectly at home on them. Of course they write you about their work & everything they do but I just wanted to tell you how very much we think of them & how nice & sweet they are all the time. I try to do all I can for them to make it comfortable but it is not hard to do things for girls that are so appreciative as they are.
Sincerely yours,
Mrs. Harrison
The storms continued almost without letup through December. With snow covering the top of the barbed-wire fences, it was already what they called “a three-wire winter.” At night, despite Mr. Harrison’s daubing, it snowed through the chinks in the logs upstairs onto Dorothy’s and Ros’s bed, and many mornings they woke up under a coverlet of snow. Mrs. Harrison came up the ladder at five A.M., thumped on the floor, and called out, “Girls, time to get up.” She left them a pail of boiling water, which they poured into their pitcher, to break up the ice on top. They took turns being the first out of bed—rushing to the washstand, hastily scrubbing themselves under their nightdresses—and then put on their riding breeches, skirts, silk blouses, and sweaters. Downstairs they warmed their feet on the rim around the stove and laced up their boots while Mrs. Harrison prepared breakfast: salt pork with cream sauce, cereal with cream, biscuits and jam, and coffee. Afterward they dashed upstairs, made the bed, picked up their books and papers, and returned to the kitchen to make sandwiches for lunch and put on their outer garments.
They wore heavy tights and bloomers and pulled oversize German socks over their shoes and galoshes. These outfits were topped by their fur coats and woolen scarves. Ros wrote to Aunt Helen, “We can hardly heave ourselves into the saddle, but once there, we sit warm as toast, and the riding in the snow is most exhilarating.” They always rode with snowshoes hung over their saddles. Dorothy said, “I thought if we fell off and I fell down in deep snow I might be suffocated.”
The children had none of this insulation. “They just have to stand it, so they do,” Ros said. Dorothy’s pupils often arrived in tears, and she rubbed snow on their hands and feet, thinking that it was a quick way to warm them up. The older ones later wrote in their yearbook, “In the morning there were always at least a dozen small boys holding a crying concert around the furnace. But when noon came, who thought of such a thing as frosted feet and fingers?”
As the snow got deeper, Lewis Harrison marked the path to school with willow whips, and he broke the trail each morning after a fresh snowfall—a small boy on a large white horse, up to its withers in snow, plunging through a vast rolling white hillside. On December 10, a several-day blizzard blew in, and at dawn on the thirteenth Dorothy and Ros saw a dozen cattle huddled around the henhouse with the snow up to their bellies and about six inches piled on their heads and backs. Dorothy commented, “This snow is very thrilling and beautiful from the inside looking out, but we now have the working girls’ point of view!” She described her ride that day to her sister Herm, “It snowed so hard that we could only see a few feet in front of us—& it was like looking into white cloth. I kept my eyes shut most of the time—for one thing there is no danger of us running into anything! We looked like arctic explorers this morning, and all I could think of was a desert of snow.” Ros took her boots out of the stirrups and trailed them in the powder on either side of the narrow path.
There were only fifteen children at school that day. The three Mitchell boys, who had joined Dorothy’s class—Claude (twelve), Richard (eleven), and Joseph (nine)—walked three miles from home in snow that was almost up to their necks in some spots. Others arrived on horseback, some riding behind their fathers, who sat around the basement furnace all day, relishing the unaccustomed time off and a chance to relax in the warmth with their neighbors. The storm ended just before school let out, but then the wind began to blow, creating sweeping drifts with nothing to stop them for fifty miles.
The two groups of students began the Christmas season by preparing a box of presents for the Children’s Hospital in Denver. Dorothy wrote, “It would make you cry to see what the children have brought from their treasures! A squirrel hide, piece of porcupine hide, dried oak leaves, and an old Christmas card!” They helped the students make raffia napkin rings and placemats for their parents; the teachers had to explain what the napkin rings were for. Dorothy tried to teach the boys how to cross-stitch, “and it was awful! It was ‘Miss Woodrough—’every other second—with sticky needles to thread—and I shudder to think of the results for ‘Mama.’ ” Ferry gave the teachers a can of powdered milk that they used to make cocoa. Although Dorothy thought it was revolting, she told the boys it was fine, and they smacked their lips over it.
One morning the students told the teachers when they arrived that a pack rat had run into the supply closet. The closet was also the teachers’ changing room, and Dorothy—determined to save face before her students, and to spend the day in dry clothes—braced herself to go in. As she started to pull on the brown skirt she wore for class, she saw that it was in shreds. “Wasn’t that a shame—& I a poor teacher?” she commented. Her petticoat was still serviceable, “although lacking in a vital place,” and since it was the only cotton one she had left, she asked her mother to send another. With the children’s help, they set traps for the rat, which had also eaten the tops of all of their plants except the paper-white narcissus, which was in full, fragrant bloom.
They took advantage of a lull between storms to spend a Friday night with Paroda Fulton, the secretary of the school board; her husband, Charlie; and their four boys. As they rode over the hills, it was very cold but clear. On such afternoons, the farthest mountains were deep blue and appeared so near, Dorothy wrote, that you felt as if you could walk to them. “This immense expanse of snow reflects the color of the sky—until it is really bluer than any Impressionist pictures I have ever seen.” When the sun slipped behind the mountains, it shed a rosy glow all around them. Then a full moon rose. The snow was marked only by the hieroglyphs of small animals: foxes, coyotes, mice, and varying hares, which turned white in the winter.
In the social hierarchy of Elkhead, Mrs. Fulton was a “personage,” as Dorothy described her. Only two years older than the two teachers, she had a reputation for being “exclusive,” with her education and teaching background, her formal manner, and her executive abilities. She was credited, along with Ferry Carpenter, with setting high standards for education in Elkhead. Even before her own children were of school age, Paroda had served on the school board and advised the inexperienced teachers who showed up to teach at the early one-room schools. The books in her house included Dickens and Shakespeare, and she often made loans to Ros from her library for use in the classroom.
Her two guests watched as she got supper, talking to them and moving around the tiny kitchen with her baby perched on her hip. “She is one of those calm, poised people whom I always admire,” Dorothy said. They discussed plans for the school Christmas party and agreed that Paroda would serve as the general manager. The program—play, recitations, carols—would start at about three-thirty, followed by the lighting of the tree, distribution of the children’s stockings, supper, and a dance.
Soon after their visit, another blizzard struck, and Dorothy began to yearn for Auburn: “I shall think of you so much [on Christmas] day & wish with all my heart that I could fly home. Don’t think I am homesick for I am too busy but you do want me to miss you all, don’t you? . . . Just think—next year Lem and I will be coming home for Christmas. . . . No ‘visiting’ about it, you understand, but coming home!” She and Ros called the girl in the Hayden post office and begged her to try and get the mail out to Elkhead. The girl intercepted a man who worked on the Adair ranch, and he took it up the mountain to them. The sack was full of letters and packages, and the Harrisons talked about it for days. Dorothy’s aunt Mollie sent a box of ornaments for the tree, packed so carefully that none had broken.
With Paroda Fulton organizing most of the party’s events, the teachers had to worry only about the decorating of the room and the children’s presents and exercises. The barrels containing the gifts, held up by the Moffat Road, which had taken to three-day-a-week service, were delivered to the school just in time. Even the teachers were awed by the contents: clothes and Christmas stockings for every child. The stockings, sent by the King’s Daughters in Auburn, were stuffed with candy, soap, baseballs, caps, mittens, and purses containing coins. Dorothy wrote, “Everything was so new & such a quantity—we were simply speechless & I don’t see how we can thank them.”
On the Saturday before Christmas, Dorothy and Ros went to school to clean the room and wait for the tree, which some Elkhead volunteers brought in at four. Three children helped decorate it with candles and ornaments from home and popcorn and straw chains made by the students. They built a stage for the play and hung the piano with colored paper streamers and red bells, which stretched across the room to the stage. As the teachers were working, they looked out and saw their friend Isadore Bolten laboring straight up the hill on his skis, carrying a mail pouch. Dorothy and Ros agreed that it must have weighed fifty pounds.
Isadore, a member of the school board, had endeared himself to them by taking an active interest in their work, and they were awed by his extraordinary personal story. After leaving Chicago, he had worked on farms in Wisconsin and South Dakota, and then he read in the Denver Post’s supplement, the Great Divide, about the glories of the Western Slope. He walked to Elkhead from Steamboat Springs and supported himself at first by working at the Adair ranch. When he was looking for land to make his claim, he came upon Ferry and Jack White repairing a fence, and Ferry directed him to “rimrock country.” He built his cabin with a steeply pitched roof, like the houses in Russia, so the snow would slide off more easily. As a homesteader, he wasn’t looked kindly upon. Ranchers didn’t like the influx of new settlers and all the fences that were closing off the open land. They were particularly unwelcoming, he felt, because he was Jewish.
He didn’t mind making certain changes to ensure that he was accepted by his neighbors. He convinced Ferry to help him get his name legally changed from Israel Boloten, and he became a Mason. Admiring Ferry’s library and envying his status in Hayden and Elkhead, Bolten persuaded him to give him lessons in the law. Ferry later said, “I swear he was about the brightest law student with whom I ever talked.” Ferry bought some cobblers’ tools for the school so that Isadore could give the boys a weekly class in shoemaking.
That evening Bolten stayed at the school until Dorothy and Ros finished, and he strongly advised them not to go home in the dark. The wind had been blowing hard all day, and the trail would be covered. The women knew the Harrisons would worry about them, but decided he was right, and after assuring him they would spend the night there, he skied home.
The basement was warm, with its furnace and stove, and they cooked a meal of cream-of-tomato soup and fried potatoes. Still unsure of themselves in the kitchen, they painstakingly followed the recipes in The Boston Cooking-School Cook Book (the first edition of Fannie Farmer). They were pleased with their impromptu supper, and they melted snow in a pot to wash the dishes, as Mrs. Harrison sometimes did. Otherwise, she simply stepped outside and snapped off a long icicle from the roof.
They were just about to take their bedding from the supply trunk when they heard a whoop outside. It was Frank Jr. and a hired man sent over by Mrs. Harrison. The women felt like two naughty children, sorry about the worry they had caused. The sky had cleared, and aided by the snow’s reflected light, they could see quite well in the dark. Dorothy described the trip home, “four of us single file—just riding along in that whiteness. . . . ‘Boy’ was ahead of me—so long & graceful, riding bareback & singing weird cowboy melodies.”
—————————
The Harrisons and the teachers opened their presents on Christmas Eve. Dorothy wrote of Mrs. Harrison, “I don’t suppose she ever saw so many things, although they were few compared with our usual number.” Dorothy and Ros gave her a lamp for the kitchen and the sewing basket Mrs. Woodruff had prepared. Mrs. Harrison gave them each a waterproof bag to hold their papers and carry on their saddles; their string bags weren’t much use in the winter, no matter what method they devised to protect them from the snow. Ros’s mother sent Mrs. Harrison an apron, a dress, a set of handkerchiefs, and some mincemeat and preserves; and Dorothy, some books for school and a pair of angora gloves. The teachers gave Lewis a leather scabbard for his gun, “which delighted his soul,” Dorothy said, and Frank Jr. an electric torch.
Ros received a scarf from a family friend, and Dorothy, a yellow hand-knit sweater from her aunt Mollie. Ros was happiest with some photographs from home taken at Aunt Helen’s house on Thanksgiving Day. “I just had to hold back the tears—when I opened that, and saw you all sitting there!” Dorothy had the same reaction to a photograph her mother sent of herself: “I nearly burst into tears—it is so beautiful . . . and I look and look at it. . . . The light on your hair is marvelous, and your dress is so lovely. I am so proud of my mother!” And there was a box from Lem. Exhibiting a sure sense of his fiancée’s tastes, he had wrapped the presents with beautiful paper and gold cord: a black umbrella handle inlaid with gold, an “exquisite” set of Thoreau, a Russian novel, a box of candy, and, she added, “I guess I won’t tell you the other,” referring to a negligee, presumably, or some other romantic offering.
Ros did not say whether she had bought something personal for Bob, but she and Dorothy had planned well ahead for identical gifts for him and Ferry. A month earlier Dorothy had asked Lem to buy two cast-iron boot scrapers, made to resemble dachshunds, she had seen at a store in Grand Rapids the previous winter. Together they weighed ninety pounds. Lem sent them by express mail, and Dorothy wrote that they “nearly caused a riot in Hayden.” Mr. Shaw—who had said to Ferry that summer, when the teachers had to temporarily call off their teaching plans, “Get out you handkerchief, Ferry! The girls have turned you down”—told Ferry that the cost for shipping the heavy package was $4.80. He was particularly impressed that Lem had prepaid, commenting, “He must think a lot of that girl!” Ferry and Bob gave Dorothy and Ros two wolf hides they had admired in town that fall, which they were having made into rugs.
Late on Christmas afternoon, in the midst of yet another blizzard, families began arriving at the school on big sleds, wagons, and horses. Dorothy wrote, “My heart just ached for those poor people as they came in—covered with snow, and half frozen—many of them having been on the road for hours—some of them . . . never got there at all.” Ros added, “I cannot describe to you the scene! . . . Old and young—in all sorts of costumes, most of them having endured what they call out here much ‘grief’ to arrive at all, gathered together to celebrate the big day in the year, and forget the hardships of winter.”
The children were treated to their first Santa Claus: Shorty Huguenin in full costume, who burst in, shaking off the snow. Shrieks filled the room as the stockings were distributed and their contents examined. Ros told her family that “the children were wild with joy.” The year before, there had been no gifts, and a little boy had asked Dorothy the previous week why not, since children in stories always got presents. Dorothy found Oliver Morsbach, Rudolph’s seven-year-old brother, behind the piano “in a trance of joy—over a doll’s tea set, probably intended for a girl & mixed by mistake—but he just loved it!” The play was followed by pieces prepared by Dorothy’s children, then by some Christmas carols. The seven youngest children sang “Holy Night” in high, quavering voices. Ros was pleased with it all but said, “Babies wailed through the performances, and then proceeded to be sick!—not that I wondered.” She fed them the favored antacid of the day, aromatic spirits of ammonia—a blend of ammonia, ammonium carbonate in alcohol, and distilled water perfumed with lavender, lemon, and nutmeg oils—“not knowing what else to do.”
Large quantities of food were spread out on the tables downstairs. The pianist didn’t get there, but a fiddler did his best (“it was pretty bad,” Ros said), and the dancing—Virginia reels, folk dances, and quadrilles—began at eight. “You would have laughed to have seen Dotty and me,” Ros wrote, “being put thru the paces of the square dances, with two of the rustic swains! . . . I think it’s stupid that we don’t dance them any more.” Dorothy commented, “You do a queer kind of jig step . . . and then solemnly ‘promenade’ around the room, arm in arm, and then you are dumped with no ceremony whatever—the quadrilles are fascinating & I love to do them—they have so much dash & everyone enters into it with such spirit.”
She evoked it all for her family: “It was such a queer assemblage way out here, on top of a mountain, in a storm. Some of the men kept on their hats—most of them smoked. Some were dressed up, even to a collar, but suspenders were the predominant feature. Tired, gaunt-looking women trying to keep children off the floor or put crying babies to sleep & one after another, the little children would topple off to sleep, & were rolled up and tucked away from underfoot.” Even so, there seemed to be babies everywhere—under tables, on benches, desks, piles of clothing—until “you didn’t dare sit down without investigating.” All of this “in our beautiful modern building, handsomely decorated! I wonder if there is anything so fine, and so remote, in the country.”
At midnight Ros and Dorothy, heedlessly defying the tradition of the all-night party, slipped out and set off for home. It was still snowing, and about a mile from the Harrison ranch, Pep stumbled and fell in the deep snow. The women were frightened, recalling stories they had been told about people losing their bearings in winter storms. But they followed the instructions they had been given for this kind of emergency, removing the snowshoes from their saddles and leaning over to drop them onto the snow. Dismounting in the winter was always difficult because of their layers of clothing, and this time they had to strap on their snowshoes in the deep powder. Pep lunged and flailed as he tried to get up, and they were a poor match for the 1,000-pound horse. They finally coaxed him back onto his feet and to the trail.
When they reached the ranch, they chopped through the ice in the buckets by the barn to water the horses, unsaddled them, and stumbled into the house. Dorothy said, “I know there’s a bottle of whiskey here because I saw Old Man Harrison have some one night.” In Auburn, they never would have thought of consuming hard liquor, but they hunted until they found the bottle, and each took a large swig. Dorothy noticed that the whiskey gave them “a good furnace inside,” and they climbed the stairs and fell into bed with their boots on. The next morning, the family returned. One of them commented, “You had quite a time last night, didn’t you?” It was all written in the snow.
—————————
A few days later, they left for a New Year’s party at Bob’s cabin in Oak Hills. Covered by masses of wraps and blankets, they rode to Hayden in a sled full of straw pulled by Frank Jr. on his horse, reading novels, eating Christmas candy, and clutching hot-water bottles. The train was supposed to leave Hayden at seven-fifteen, but when they got there, they learned that it wasn’t expected even to depart Denver for twenty-four hours. Used to the delays, Dorothy filled some of the time writing letters. She told Herm that “the place is full of men—such a funny lot . . . and they all vied in entertaining the school moms—as they all call us—such hair-raising stories of people lost in the snow—frozen to death, & then old settlers’ stories of Indians, etc. How you would have loved it all.”
Milly, who was planning a long stay with them in February, was next. Dorothy blithely described the worst months of the year in Elkhead, telling her she could ride one of Mr. Harrison’s horses, learn to ski, join them at school, and “see the neighborhood.” Her visit, Dorothy said, would be a godsend, making the winter pass quickly and bringing the joy of being with her again. “Of course, we have a fierce amount of snow,” she continued, “but . . . the cold is dry & not bad at all . . . It is a glorious day—and 22 degrees below! Do you think you will mind?”
When Dorothy and Ros finally left for Oak Creek, they settled in for the beautiful ride along the river. The towering cottonwoods looked like another species in the winter, their dark branches coated in feathery white depth hoar. The cattle stood out sharply against the snow. As they passed through Steamboat Springs, the train made a sickening, grinding noise when the engineer jammed on the emergency brake and the rail crumpled underneath them. The car rocked and pitched alarmingly before coming to a slow, screeching halt.
Dorothy continued her letter to Herm—in pencil, on the back of a Barkalow Bros. dining car conductor’s report. “We can’t say a word, we are so glad to be alive, but I imagine we will stay here all day. They have sent for a wrecking train & we still hope to make Oak Creek tonight. Do you suppose I shall still have nerve enough to urge Milly to brave this railroad?” In derailments on the Moffat Road, train cars sometimes tumbled off mountainsides and into rivers. The railroad was diligent about getting the cars and debris from the wrecks back to the rail shops, so it could salvage as much as possible, but the deepest canyons of the Rockies were the resting place, here and there, for rusting train carcasses.
They were aggravated by yet another delay. “We had to possess our souls in patience while they sent out an S.O.S. to Phippsburg,” Ros wrote to her father, so they were pleased when the conductor showed them “the whole works,” including the inside of the locomotive cab. They had their picture taken in front of the train. The seventeen-foot engine dwarfed the two women, Ros in her fur coat, holding her clutch; Dorothy in wool and a porkpie hat, her hands thrust deep in her pockets. At two P.M., a wrecking train and crew arrived from Phippsburg. Bob and Marjorie were on board, with a fitted lunch box containing turkey sandwiches, cookies, and milk. Departing again eight and a half hours later, they arrived at Oak Creek at eleven-thirty P.M. They didn’t have much time or energy for the holiday party, “having been 15 hours on the way from Hayden.”
The next morning, they got a ride home in the caboose of a thirty-five-car freight train to Mt. Harris, a coal town near Hayden. It was poorly lit, and in place of seats, it contained two cots: “The bumps are not to be taken standing,” Ros commented. Bob had arranged for a sleigh to meet them at Mt. Harris, and they had a snug moonlit ride to the Hayden Inn. Ros wrote, “Our holiday is over and to-morrow we go back to work and shall be very busy getting new plans for the next month. The corner has been turned now—1917 is here and the time will fly till we are back home again.”
Dorothy thanked her mother for allowing Milly to make the long trip to see them, saying that she had been walking on air ever since she got the final confirmation. “You may be sure that I shall even take more care of Milly than I would of myself.” And she wrote to Anna, “You probably think it would be like a trip to Siberia but I think she could have a good time.” She called Ferry to tell him the news, and he laughed, telling her that Mr. Shaw had just seen him on the street and informed him, “Well, Mildred’s coming!” And then Ferry said, “I’ve got a little greeting for you from Lem!” She didn’t mind. “It really isn’t as much pure nerve as it sounds but more Western interest in everyone’s affairs.”
She began to look at the Harrisons through Milly’s eyes: the milling cattle, the clucking chickens, the house draped once a week with drying underwear. Milly was to get one of the boys’ rooms. It had only a bed in it, but Dorothy hoped that with the featherbed, Milly wouldn’t feel the need for anything else; she would, though, have to get up in the cold and the dark, as they did. “I know she will be horrified at our clothes & I hope she will have something pretty,” she wrote to her mother. “Just think of all the things I want to ask & talk over!” She ended with an apology for the brownish tinge to her script: “This ink freezes every night—hence its color.” And she told her mother, “I sent Herm the Hayden paper, which I thought might amuse you. Please save it and my pictures. I might want them someday.”
—————————
In the depths of the worst winter in anyone’s memory, outings were restricted, and Dorothy’s cabin fever became apparent. On some weekends, even Bob and Ferry failed to make it. “I doubt if we have any of the diversions which we have been so lucky about. We just plain have to stay,” she wrote to Anna. Lewis amused himself by shooting his .22 out the window to make a coyote stop howling. Ferry managed to take the Boy Scouts for a “snowshoe hike” one clear Saturday, and they spent the night at his cabin. Some fathers, inspired by their sons’ resoling accomplishments, started giving carpentry lessons to the older boys. Mr. Harrison ventured into Hayden to buy nails: “Imagine taking a 2 day trip for nails!”
They were lucky not to be snowbound on the day of Milly’s arrival. Lewis escorted Dorothy and Ros to Oak Point, and Ferry took them by sleigh into Hayden. The road was in a bad state, and the three friends, invigorated by the outing and the prospect of welcoming another Auburn girl to Elkhead, carelessly invited the third traveling mishap within two weeks. Describing Ferry as “rather a casual driver,” Dorothy wrote to Anna that in the midst of a particularly entertaining story, the sleigh tipped over and she found herself flying through the air with her enormous overshoes shooting past her face. She landed neatly on her feet, like an acrobat, some fifteen feet below the road in a ditch, buried up to her waist in powder. Ros and Ferry were facedown in a drift, along with their possessions. Ferry brushed himself off, helped Ros back into the sleigh, and then made his way down to rescue Dorothy. “Well, we bundled back & started off—only to tip over again! This time there was no bridge & it was merely a little snow down your neck.”
Milly, Dorothy said, made a complete conquest of the Harrisons and the schoolchildren. Apparently encouraged by her admiration of their managerial skills in the classroom, Ros wrote, “I have to pinch myself at times to realize that it is really I who am teaching. It’s such an education as I never hoped to receive.” Every Friday after recess, the teachers opened up the doors between the classrooms, and Milly taught the children folk dances, accompanied by the Victrola. On Valentine’s Day, Dorothy had a bad cold, and Milly insisted on substituting for her. She wrote to Anna that she had her hands full with seventeen students, and Ros said, “She had a time she won’t soon forget. She seemed to get a good deal of entertainment out of it, ’tho, and survived.” Milly oversaw the younger children as they worked on their valentines, commenting, “they really showed quite a lot of ingenuity,” and after school, helped Ros prepare for the evening dance.
The teachers had become adept at organizing community-wide parties. Ros had started a group of Camp Fire Girls, the sister organization to the Boy Scouts, and the girls fixed up a small room in a corner of the basement, equipped with a sofa and “boarded off by the big boys,” as Milly put it, “where all of the babies are to be stowed for the night.” Ros’s girls also decorated the classroom and made fourteen cakes and towers of sandwiches. There were no more jokes about bumbling in the kitchen; Ros approached it all with the efficiency of a restaurateur. Everyone was in good spirits, and the evening was sparklingly clear. The fiddler arrived on skis, with his fiddle over his shoulder. Ros’s girls served the supper, charging five cents each for a cup of coffee, a sandwich, and a piece of cake. Ros reported that they cleared over twenty dollars, enough to pay for the costumes for the play, an ice-cream freezer for the community, and a nest egg for the Camp Fire treasury. It was the first time the families didn’t provide the food, and the decorations were skillfully executed. “The home-made or rather school-made effusions were hailed with more enthusiasm and delight than Zepp’s best,” Ros wrote, referring to a stationery store in Auburn. The “tiniest scholars” hopped around on the dance floor, having been “demoralized” by Milly’s dance lessons. “Even the poor little blinking babies had a better time than at Christmas.”
In the last week of February, Dorothy and Milly and Ros went to Winter Carnival in Steamboat Springs. They had been hearing about the event for months. Marjorie Perry, along with her other outdoor activities, was a skiing enthusiast. Several years earlier, she had become friendly with Carl Howelson, a thirty-four-year-old champion skier from Norway. He had lived in Denver, where he worked as a stonemason, but he went every winter to the Hot Sulphur Springs Carnival. Marjorie met him there, and persuaded him to visit Steamboat Springs. In 1913 he moved to Strawberry Park. He introduced the sport of ski jumping to the town and organized cross-country skiing races. These events turned into the carnival, the annual weekend highlight of the winter season in Routt County.
Still, Dorothy was concerned about the final weeks of school. It was nearly April, when the students would be needed to help with the farm work, and the melting snow and mud would hinder their efforts to get there. “We will have to work hard to get backward children up to par—and get ready for closing day,” she wrote. Ferry had told them that they would need to present some sort of exhibition of the students’ work, but he was vague about the specifics, so Dorothy asked Anna to visit Miss LeMay, who had helped her prepare for her classes, hoping she would have some suggestions. They also conferred with Paroda Fulton. She helped them work out their calendar, their final lesson plans, and the closing ceremonies. State law required that they teach twenty days every month, and they calculated that if they added a few Saturdays, they could finish their classes on April 12. They then visited the school in Hayden, to “match up” their work with that of the teachers there and to see what they were planning for the end of the year. Ros wrote, “We’re counting the weeks now . . . six from today will be Easter Sunday and it will come before we know it.”
Caught up in their work and unable to get their letters to town, Dorothy and Ros stopped writing home. The two last letters they sent from Elkhead were dated late February 1917. On March 3, Milly sent a telegram to her parents from Steamboat Springs: TWO SPLENDID DAYS, WONDERFUL SKIING, GIRLS LEFT THIS AFTERNOON ON A FREIGHT FOR HAYDEN. I SHALL STAY HERE WITH MARJORIE TILL TUESDAY THEN TAKE THE TRAIN FOR DENVER WITH HER. . . .
—————————
Early springtime in Elkhead, beginning in mid-March, had its own excitements and drawbacks. At night the snow froze solid—a treacherous surface to navigate. In the morning, Calf Creek ran swiftly under a fragile layer of ice; by the afternoon it was a brown torrent, rushing higher and faster each day. Spring at the Harrisons’ came sooner than it did up at the schoolhouse, where patches of mud over a layer of ice were, as the locals put it, “slick as snot,” causing Pep and Gourmand to skid and stumble.
The glimmers of the approaching season made the children restless, and so did the extra work the teachers gave them in preparation for their exams. Everyone looked forward to the end of the school day. As Dorothy and Ros rode home, Lewis helped them spot returning blackbirds and robins, killdeer investigating the wet patches of the meadows, and butterflies flitting low across the snow. When Lewis unsaddled their horses and stood in one place too long, he sank almost to his knees in mud that had the consistency of thick chocolate pudding. His boots made a rude slurping sound as he extricated them.
By the last day of school, the aspens were beginning to leaf out, and sage buttercups and bluebells and stretches of brilliant green grass were eclipsing the snow. The closing exercises took place on Thursday evening, April 12. Parents left home twelve hours in advance. “In spite of the fact that it was impossible to get a horse over the roads on account of the melting snow,” the Routt County Republican reported, “about 30 parents and residents walked upon the crust early in the morning and were on hand for the exercises.” Dorothy’s students, dressed up as characters from Mother Goose, delivered monologues, and Ros’s acted in a farce. The teachers played an unexpected role in the proceedings: Ferry presented each of them with a gold medallion—a gift from the Elkhead Board of Education. On one side was a simple etching of the stone building, and on the other, their names with an inscription: “For bravery in attendance, loyalty in work, as teacher 1916–17.”
The Republican reported, “The attendance and the work at the school throughout the long and exceptionally severe winter have shown that a winter school is feasible for the rural districts of any county.” After the ceremony and before the dance, the adults gathered for a “war meeting.” Two weeks earlier, President Wilson had declared in the House of Representatives that “the world must be made safe for democracy.” After learning of the Germans’ intention to begin unrestricted submarine warfare, he deferred his plea for a just and secure peace: “It is a fearful thing to lead this great peaceful people into war, into the most terrible and disastrous of all wars, civilization itself seeming to be in the balance. But the right is more precious than peace. . . .” The assembly in Elkhead uniformly pledged their support for the war.
COMMENCEMENT
“At the Great Divide on our trip to Ferry’s homestead,” 1923
On Saturday, April 14, Mr. Harrison and Frank Jr. loaded the teachers’ trunks onto wagons with runners attached, and Dorothy and Ros left for Hayden. From there they took the train back to Denver, where they were joined by their parents. Finally, Grace and George Underwood had an opportunity to meet Bob and the senior Perrys. The next morning, Ros woke her mother early, climbing into bed with her in one of the Perry guest rooms to show her the gold medallion. Sam and Lottie had a dinner party that night, attended by family friends, where they announced Bob’s engagement to Rosamond. Ferry had come, too, from Oak Point. Grace Underwood recorded in her diary, “All so happy. Our new son is lovely.”
The following week, the Underwoods and Woodruffs left for Chicago, and Grace noted: “Soldiers guarding all bridges as we cross over Mississippi.” Platt Underwood, Ros’s uncle, was at the station to meet them, along with Lemuel Hillman. Dorothy had anticipated the reunion with her fiancé with some trepidation, having spent far more time and in much closer quarters with Ferry and Bob than she had with him, but as soon as she saw him, she said, “he looked very natural and very good to me.” He was fit after his training in the Naval Reserve, and unabashedly delighted to see her.
Years later, though, it was the departure from Elkhead that Ros and Dorothy recalled most vividly. Ros said of that day, “I lost my heart to the west right then and there.” In truth, she had lost it many months earlier, perhaps as early as the July morning in Hayden when they rode in the spring wagon from Hayden to Elkhead for the first time. So had Dorothy, who recalled, “I fell in love with that beautiful country. We didn’t know whether or not we wanted to make this a career, and it was decided for both of us. If we hadn’t married, we would probably have continued.” Although they didn’t question the social convention dictating that finding a good husband meant forfeiting a profession, they regretted that they would be sacrificing some of the intimacy of their friendship. For the first time, the two friends were preparing for lives apart. Ros and Bob would start off in his house in Oak Hills, with the promise of Denver in their future. Dorothy would move to Grand Rapids. In some ways, they were likely more apprehensive about this departure than they were as they set off together for Colorado. Ros told her grandchildren that the year in Elkhead was the best in her life. It was clear that Dorothy felt the same way.
They were together until their wedding days. Back in Auburn, caught up in parties and planning, they nevertheless found time to assemble matching photograph albums, embossed in gold lettering on the front with their names and COLORADO 1916–1917. In one of the last shots that Ros took in Elkhead, Dorothy crouches by the henhouse in the sun-hardened mud. Surrounded by chickens, wearing a graying apron of Mrs. Harrison’s over her dress, she is burning the contents of the cardboard box they used as their scrap basket. Looking up at Ros, she smiles broadly. The lower eaves of the main house are hung with three-foot icicles, sharp as rapiers.
At four P.M., on April 28, the Underwoods stepped into their carriage to ride the short distance to the Woodruff house. Dorothy’s mother was hosting a formal tea for fifty guests to mark the two engagements. Dorothy and Ros were dressed in white, and Ros wore a corsage of sweetheart roses and pink sweet peas, a gift from Bob, who had not yet come east for the wedding. The Auburn Citizen described the party as “one of the most attractive of the afternoon functions ever held in this city.”
The two women were inundated with letters, telegrams, and spring bouquets. Meanwhile, across the street at Aunt Helen’s house, a package arrived that Ros and Bob had planned months earlier—the first offspring of their alliance. Helen had not yet gotten her new dog, and as Grace wrote in her diary, “The Airedale pup named ‘Coal’ with collar marked R. M. Perry, Oak Creek, Colo.,” showed up at about the same time that Helen arrived from New York. “The pair took to each other at once, and are great cronies.”
Rosamond married Robert Perry at St. Peter’s Episcopal Church in Auburn on June 30. Four days later, Dorothy married Lemuel Hillman at her parents’ house on Fort Street. Ros was the matron of honor and Milly the maid of honor.
—————————
Both Ros and Dorothy made return visits to Elkhead as soon as they could. In May 1920 Ros traveled alone from Oak Creek for the high school graduation of five seniors, her former students: Leila Ferguson, Ina Hayes, Ezra Smith, Helen Jones, and their intrepid guide, Lewis Harrison. She and Bob already had two small children of their own, and it was the first time that she had left them overnight. Preparing for the weekend, she ripped up a four-year-old black suit skirt, shortened it, and pressed it. She hurried to pack, took a late train to Hayden, and arrived at three A.M. Despite the hour, Ferry met her at the depot. The boxcar had been replaced with a solid two-story brick station.
The next day he took her on a tour of two new projects on whose boards he served: the Solandt Memorial Hospital, named after Hayden’s first doctor/veterinarian/coroner; and the building site for the consolidated Hayden Union High School. The Elkhead School’s first graduating class was also its last. After that, the school district was incorporated into Hayden’s, and although the younger children stayed on at Elkhead, the high school students boarded in town during the school year. The tiny mountain community couldn’t offer the range of classes and facilities that would be available in Hayden. Carpenter didn’t dwell on the diminishing fortunes of Elkhead, and he got Ros to see it his way. “Both buildings are going to be perfectly splendid,” she wrote to her mother. “Think what it will mean to the poor people around the country to get medical & surgical care of the proper kind. The school is going to have everything down to a swimming pool.” It was the first such pool, Ferry told her, in Routt County.
That afternoon he dropped her off with his ranching partner, Jack White, and Jack’s wife, Ann. Ros found Ann White, a onetime society girl from Evanston, Illinois, a fascinating amalgam of East and West. Before her marriage, Ann had staked her own homestead claim outside Steamboat Springs. “She is very attractive—and her clothes are right up to date—Vogue is her constant companion—in spite of which she does all her own work—including washing, ironing—making butter—caring for the 2 boys 4 & 2—running a car—and caring for her house which is quite large for these parts.” The Whites had an enclosed porch, with a window seat doubling as a toy chest. Inside were two toolboxes with real saws, hammers, and screwdrivers. A trapeze hung from the ceiling, and the little boys rode horseback around the property without parental supervision.
Late Saturday morning, the women rode to Oak Point for a quick lunch with Ferry before continuing on to the school. It had rained hard all night, but as they headed out and the air began to clear, Ros had a rush of euphoria: “The hills stretched out in front of us—and Bears Ears loomed up.” As the trail reached the main road to the schoolhouse, they saw a diminutive figure on horseback heading up the hill. It was Mrs. Harrison, carrying a huge sack of dishes for the banquet. Ros wrote, “She nearly fell off her horse—she was so glad to see us.” Mrs. Harrison told Ros that she had been taking care of two grandchildren for three months, and she was so determined to enjoy the ceremonies that she had asked Mr. Harrison to stay home with them. And so “poor ‘Pa H.’ missed seeing Lewis graduate.”
The boys came running out of the schoolhouse—Dorothy’s former students, grown larger. They had recently received a telegram from her, and clamored for information about what she was doing. Ros told them that Miss Woodruff, now Mrs. Hillman, was living in Michigan with her two-year-old son and her husband, who worked in a bank. The women went to the teacherage to change their clothes; Ros’s “girls” were waiting there for her and gave her an ecstatic welcome. Eunice Pleasant, the soft-cheeked but tough-minded teacher of the older students, was living there that year. The commodious stone cottage, completed the year after Dorothy and Ros left, was built out of the same rimrock as the schoolhouse. It contained a kitchen, a living room, and a library downstairs, and two bedrooms upstairs. It too had generous windows with clear views into Utah and Wyoming. When Eunice took the job, she wrote to her sister-in-law, “I think the chief joy in the whole situation will be having a home of my own.”
Eunice had met Ferry Carpenter at a dance in Hayden when she was visiting her brother, a musician in an orchestra in nearby Craig that was playing that night. She was young and single, spoke fluent German and some Greek, and had been teaching school since she was fifteen—paying her way through Kansas University over six years by alternating semesters of teaching and attending classes. Ferry had served in the war as a lieutenant, training recruits in Arkansas and Texas, and he was still single, but his marital scheme for Elkhead had an impressive record of success. In addition to Ros’s marriage to Bob Perry, the two subsequent teachers at Elkhead, from Massachusetts, married local men.
Ferry asked Eunice to dance and started right in with his Elkhead sales patter. Afterward, Eunice wrote that she was impressed with what she heard of the enterprising community, the winter sports, and the dances at the school, which were famous for miles around. “This place is as much a community center as a school,” she explained. “I have met all kinds of school boards, and been asked all kinds of questions, but this is the first time a school board member ever asked me whether I danced, with the idea that my being fond of dancing is in my favor.”
Her letters were full of praise for Ferry. “I would never have gotten through had Mr. Carpenter not assisted me in various little ways. . . . He’s all business—and kind friendliness—and immune to other sentiment.” His advice about keeping house was both practical and singular. Suggesting that she make oatmeal cookies, which would “keep forever,” he told her he filled a jar as big as a barrel to get him through the winter. “He discoursed on the merits of a dish-mop, and gave me a lecture yesterday on wearing sufficient warm clothing when riding.” He often showed up at her house with gifts: a mixing bowl, a mousetrap, and, one cold day, two sticks of butter in his pockets. It was Ferry’s style of courtship, and it worked. Two months after the graduation, he and Eunice were engaged.
When Ros stepped into the school again, she was overcome. There were dozens of bouquets of the class flower, dog’s-tooth violet, on the windowsills and around the room. Miss Rench was the primary-school teacher that year at Elkhead, and she lived in her own cabin nearby. The walls of her classroom were covered with the children’s work, which was far more elaborate than anything Dorothy had overseen: woven rugs, baskets, clay modeling; bas-relief maps of the schoolyard, the school district, and the county; calendars; and paintings.
Ros asked her mother to send the letter on to Dorothy, and addressed part of it to her friend: “Dotty, Miss Rench’s exhibit was simply marvelous. I told Ferry my one regret was you weren’t there—but I feared her exhibit would make you sick! I congratulated her & she said with that saucy look ‘Oh—just the material outcome of a little work’! I wanted to hit her.”
At seven P.M., Eunice hosted a banquet for forty at the cottage: the graduating class and their parents, the school board, and selected guests. Dinner was served by three of the other younger girls, who carried out their duties flawlessly. The three banquet tables were set with wildflowers, and each place contained a gold-tasseled program made from blue construction paper by two of the graduating students. Ros observed that “everything was very correct.” Eunice described “Mrs. Perry” as one of the most charming people she had ever met—“just the best type of all-round college girl.”
The dinner included a full roster of speakers, with Lewis Harrison as a representative of his class. Quiet, steady Lewis was in agony at the thought of public speaking, but Ros reported to her mother that he gave the best talk of anyone. Afterward, they all walked down the hill for the graduating exercises at the school, where the rest of the parents and siblings had gathered. Professor George Reynolds, a Shakespearean and biblical scholar who headed the English Department at the University of Colorado at Boulder, gave the main address. He told the audience that he had been to a great many rural schools in numerous western states, and none compared to Elkhead. Ros said, “He was simply carried away with all he experienced & saw,” and he told her that “the combination of these Eastern College girls working with these Westerners had produced these most interesting results!”
Carpenter presented the diplomas to each of the graduates, and a community dance followed. Ros noticed with the sympathy of a young mother that their friend Paroda—who now had five sons—looked sad and tired for the first time. Ros, too, was a little worn, as Mrs. Harrison wrote in her own letter to Mrs. Underwood after the event. “She looked her own sweet self—but she really is thin. She said her clothes just hung on her.” Bob was still having difficulty with union and safety issues at the mine, and Oak Hills was not the kind of place they would have chosen for their early years of marriage. Sam Perry had been staying with them at a guest “bungalow” that Bob had built next to their house, and Mrs. Harrison pointed out that having “Grandpa P. there so long must have been the most trying—& he being sick part of the time.” Ros had some gray hairs already, “but don’t you worry about that—for she is just as pretty as ever—& every one was so glad to see her.”
Despite Ferry’s pending engagement to Eunice, that night he chose Ros for the first dance. She danced until three A.M., and said that she never again expected to go anywhere in her life where she would be the popular belle she was in Elkhead. “Think of an ex school marm and mother having such a good time!”
—————————
During the summer of 1923, Dorothy and Lem left their two children at home with the housekeeper and went to Elkhead. In 1921 Ros and Bob had moved from Oak Hills to Denver, where Bob ran his father’s office, and they had their third child. On the trip from Denver to Hayden, the two couples drove up to Rollins Pass. Dorothy, her hair cropped short, wore trousers tucked into tall leather boots and a long pocketed cardigan buttoned up the front. Lem wore knickers, kneesocks, a tailored shirt, and a necktie. In a picture taken by Ros, he leans protectively over his wife.
Dorothy and Ferry were curious about each other’s spouses, and before visiting the schoolhouse, she and Lem went to Oak Point. She was impressed with Eunice’s intelligence, but—fiercely proud of her closest friends—felt that Eunice paled a little next to Ferry, with his quirky dynamism. Outside, she took a picture of him, bending over to grip the hand of his toddler, Ed, as they ambled through the garden. An American flag on a twenty-five-foot pole fluttered behind them near the cabin.
When Dorothy and Lem were visiting, Ferry invited some friends to join them, and the party turned into a series of hazing rituals for Lem. As Dorothy recalled, the men stood around waiting for an opportunity to ridicule “this dude from the East.” His New York accent was a particular source of amusement. “They just loved it, and they’d crowd around and listen to him talk.” They found out that he had never been on a horse, and Dorothy was afraid he would disgrace himself. “I needn’t have worried,” she said, laughing. “He got on and . . . the horse went tearing around and he just handled him beautifully.” Then the men said they wanted to go shooting. Unaware of Lem’s training in the Michigan National Guard, they assumed he had never held a .22. He was handed a rifle, and when a flock of sage grouse rose into the sky, he brought down every bird.
Jimmy Robinson and Jesse Morsbach (right) in front of the school, 1916
Today two of the three year-round residents of Elkhead, Cal and Penny Howe, live in a comfortable log house and run a ranch on the old Harrison property. Nailed above their fireplace are several weathered cottonwood boards they scavenged from the ruins. Except for the stone foundations of the homestead and two apple trees—the survivors of an orchard planted by Mr. Harrison and Frank Jr.—the boards are all that is left. Hayden, now a bedroom community for Steamboat Springs, is a town of about sixteen hundred, its businesses struggling to hang on. Ferry’s old law office, sagging with age, is uninhabited. In 1978 his cabin was struck by lightning and burned to the ground, but his grandson Reed Zars, an environmental lawyer who lives in Laramie, Wyoming, rebuilt it, assisted by friends and family members.
On a warm day in February 2009, I went to see Oak Point, along with Rebecca Wattles, the fifty-three-year-old granddaughter of Paroda Fulton. Paroda moved with her family to Hayden in 1922, and they built a ranch on the Yampa River. The property, now owned by Rebecca and her brother, contains the homestead built in 1881 by William Walker, one of the first settlers to arrive after the Utes departed. Rebecca’s father renovated the cabin, and her son and his family live there now.
Rebecca and I followed the winding county road through the hills to where the snowplow stopped. We got out of her truck and put on our skis. There were no houses in sight—just barbed-wire fences pushed at odd angles by winter storms, and sagebrush and scrub oak poking through the snow. The day was cloudless and the snow so dazzling that I wondered if Ros and Dorothy had survived the winter without sunglasses. It took me a moment to register a tall, angular man in his fifties wearing a red T-shirt and baseball cap, approaching on skis in a swift diagonal stride. As he got closer and greeted us with an open smile, weathered face, blue eyes, and western drawl, I almost called out, “Ferry!” Reed said that when he looked at old photos of his grandfather next to photos of himself, he had trouble telling them apart.
The ascent to the cabin was steeper than Reed had let on. When we reached the top, we saw nothing but hills and mountains in every direction. A century after Ferry chose the spot for his homestead, the view was virtually unchanged. Reed had replaced his grandfather’s fireplace of river stones with a woodstove, installing solar panels on the roof and a wind turbine behind the cabin. As we walked up the steps, he showed me a long rusted cast-iron boot scraper in the shape of a dachshund—Dorothy’s Christmas present to Ferry in 1916. Rising out of its back was a narrow bar that looked capable of removing even the thickest wads of gumbo. “By all rights, this is yours—if you can lift it.”
Reed told me that Ferry had dissolved his partnership with Jack White in 1926 and leased the Dawson Ranch near Hayden, where he had first worked as an eighteen-year-old. Two decades later, he bought the property—ranch house, barns and other outbuildings, and almost twenty-five hundred acres by the Yampa River. He hung a white sign at the end of the driveway by Route 40 with its new name, the Carpenter Ranch.
For a time it seemed that the railroad would be the boon that everyone in the valley had expected. When the 6.2-mile Moffat Tunnel through James Peak was completed in 1928, trains shuttled between Denver and the Western Slope without the costly delays and catastrophic accidents caused by the original route over Hell Hill. Cattle arriving in Denver from Routt County were identifiable by the soot on their noses, acquired when the train went through the tunnel. The homesteaders were paid well during the Great War for their grain and beef. But afterward, as the demand for ranch products dropped and the Depression set in, they were unable to repay their loans. There was no market even for Ferry’s “growthy” Herefords, painstakingly bred for their large size and the quality and quantity of their meat, and he almost lost his ranch.
“Something had to give,” Lewis Harrison wrote in 1977 in an unpublished memoir. “Marginal operations were the first to go.” In the end, only about 40 percent of homesteaders nationwide were able to “prove up” on their claims. The Harrisons confronted “washed out reservoirs, uncompleted ditches, over-estimated land yields, and declining equipment quality.” Mr. Harrison, suffering more acutely from stomach ailments that had plagued him all his life, sold the ranch, and he and Mrs. Harrison moved to Oak Creek, where several of their children lived. Lewis noted that at the time, “income in that thriving community was much more promising.” Frank Jr. worked at the Moffat mine, and occasionally, so did his father, who also started a dairy and raised some chickens. Mr. and Mrs. Harrison had just enough money to get by.
Ferry’s ranch made a comeback, and he went on to become the district attorney for Routt, Moffat, and Grand Counties. Although he was a firm Republican, in 1934 he was appointed by FDR’s interior secretary, Harold Ickes, to be the first director of the Division of Grazing—now the Bureau of Land Management. He implemented the Taylor Grazing Act, which addressed the crisis caused by unregulated overgrazing on public lands in the West, and entailed putting an end to the sheep and cattle wars—still being fought at gunpoint. He cajoled the two parties into finally speaking to each other, and without consulting Ickes—a proud advocate of big government—he created local advisory boards, made up of state and regional members of the stockmen’s industry, to regulate land use. Infuriated by this act of insubordination, Ickes tried to fire him. But Roosevelt was impressed, writing to Ickes, “In less than fifteen months after the law was enacted, the cattle and sheep men have buried their differences and combined in a joint effort to abolish unfair range practices and to conserve natural resources,” and when Senator Taylor appealed to the president, FDR reinstated Carpenter. Ickes subsequently secured his resignation, and Ferry returned to the ranch. He became one of the most storied cattlemen in Colorado.
Another was Isadore Bolten, the Elkhead School’s cobbling teacher, who raised sheep as well as cattle, because sheep provided two crops: wool in the spring and lambs in the fall. Before the Grazing Act, it was a practice that bordered on suicide. One year a group of cowboys rode into the area where Isadore’s sheep were grazing, set fire to one of his wagons, and slaughtered much of his herd. Still, he persevered. He was an even cannier rancher than Ferry was, and he, too, belatedly found a well-educated bride. Nine years after Dorothy and Ros left Elkhead, Isadore married a librarian from Rawlins, Wyoming, where he wintered his sheep and spent his evenings at the public library. He bought the Harrison, Adair, and other ranches, and eventually acquired twenty-five thousand acres, described as one of the largest singly owned tracts of land in northern Colorado. He told someone who was curious about his life, “There was nothing for me in Russia—absolutely nothing. I had the whole world to move about in, but some kind destiny pulled me toward America. It is remarkable that there was a place in this distressed world where a penniless alien, knowing not a word of the language, could work out a place for himself.” He died a millionaire in 1951, at the age of sixty-six. The remains of his homestead can still be seen south of the Elkhead School, leaning into the earth. Part of his pitched roof rests against one log wall.
—————————
On February 20, 1930, Dorothy and Lem walked to a dinner party in the new suburb of East Grand Rapids. He recently had been promoted to president of the Old Kent Corporation. They were on a narrow lane when a car veered toward them. Lem pushed Dorothy out of the way, but he was struck and killed. He was forty-three years old. The bank’s monthly bulletin commended his benevolence, wit, and now quaint-sounding banking practices: “He was a keen student of the securities market. He never gave his consent to the purchase or sale of a bond in which he did not honestly believe.”
The country was mired in the Depression, and suddenly Dorothy was a single mother with four children between four and twelve years old. Lem’s scrupulousness as a banker did not yield enough in the way of savings to fully support the family. Nor did she inherit any money from the Woodruff family business. Her brother Douglas, who was running Auburn Button Works, had turned the factory into one of the earliest manufacturers of plastics in the country. He considered President Roosevelt a traitor to his class and Dorothy was incredulous when he refused all government contracts. As competition increased, the business failed. Other early businesses also went under, and like many post-industrial cities, Auburn suffered a century-long decline.
Dorothy prepared for her future by taking courses in typing and shorthand. She became friendly with other working women, establishing a club for them called the Hillman Guild. By 1932, at a salary of twenty-five dollars a week, she was running the Grand Rapids chapter of the Red Cross. When the Grand River overflowed after heavy rains, she went down to help the Ottawa Indians, who had nothing to eat but raccoons. Ferry, despite his problems at the ranch, visited her several times in Grand Rapids, bringing phonograph records of his favorite cowboy songs for her children.
She wrote a terse entry in the spring of 1934 for her twenty-fifth Smith reunion book: “At present trying to run a full-time job and bring up four children.” Her daughter Caroline told me that she didn’t know how her mother would have coped if she hadn’t worked in Elkhead and seen how the women there managed their lives. “That year in Colorado became part of who she was,” Caroline said. “She took life by the throat and dealt with it.”
Ros’s comments in the reunion book were far happier. She wrote chattily about her years with Dorothy in Auburn (“Those . . . years, were, as I look back upon them, like the Biblical ones—delightful ones of plenty!”), Europe, and Elkhead; her married life in Oak Hills and Denver, and her young family’s summers at their cabin in Strawberry Park. But several weeks later, Bob began suffering from fatigue and blackouts. Dr. Cole, the Moffat mine doctor and family friend, diagnosed a brain tumor. Bob and Ros went to the Mayo Brothers’ Hospital for the operation. Although it was successful, he came down with pneumonia, an illness that was often fatal in the days before antibiotics. He died in Rochester, Minnesota, on July 27, 1934, at the age of fifty.
Not long afterward, the mines in Oak Creek began to run out of coal, and in the 1940s, one after another closed. The town now has about eight hundred residents, some small businesses, and the Tracks and Trails Museum in the old Town Hall building. There are few cars or people on Main Street, and in Oak Hills up the road, all that remains of the Moffat Coal Company are the concrete foundations of a hoist, the heavy arches that supported a tipple, a flattened area by the creek where the company town stood, a water tower, some holes in the hillsides—the old entrances to the mine—and some piles of burned-off red slag. The anthracite coal deposits in Elkhead, for which Sam and Bob Perry had such hopes, turned out to be of poor quality and not worth mining. Oak Creek’s depot, a former headquarters for the Moffat Road, was sold in 1967 for thirty-five dollars. It is now a vacant lot.
When Dorothy and Ros were in their late sixties, Ros took her on a trip to the Caribbean. It was 1955, and Ferry’s wife, Eunice, had died from heart failure the year before. Ros had important news for her friend: Ferry had asked her to marry him. It was four decades since he had lured the Auburn women to Elkhead. Ferry’s children, like Dorothy, were delighted. His younger son, Willis, a lawyer in Denver, told me, “Dad was worried about how the news would affect us, but we all said, ‘Yes, of course.’ ” Ros knew that Ferry would not leave the ranch, so she moved from her big Tudor house in Denver. If she had any trouble adapting to ranch life, she didn’t say so. In the summer of 1960, her great-nephew arrived from Auburn for a visit. She took him up to Oak Point, and as they were walking around, Ros told him that rattlesnakes lived in the vicinity. She advised him to buy a new pair of blue jeans at F. M. Light & Sons. As long as the jeans were unwashed, she said, they would be thick enough to protect his legs from the fangs of any rattler.
All fifteen of Carpenter’s grandchildren, who were too young to know Eunice, grew up thinking of Ros as their grandmother. One of them, Belle Zars, told me that sometimes when she was staying at the ranch as a girl, she would come downstairs in the morning and see Ferry waltzing with Ros to the kitchen radio.
—————————
In August 1973 I met Aunt Ros and Uncle Ferry. I spent my eighteenth summer working on a ranch in Carbondale for Rosamond’s granddaughter Roz, who had three children. At the end of my stay, we went to the Carpenter Ranch. Ros had become a good cook, and with the help of her housekeeper, she served an old-fashioned luncheon on the sunny back porch. It was hard to see in the gracious elderly woman the beautiful young adventurer my grandmother had so often spoken about.
Afterward, Ferry said that he had something to show me. He put on his cowboy hat, and we climbed into his battered pickup truck. He drove through Hayden and across the river, and we began a long, jarring ride into the hills. At eighty-seven, he was still witty and voluble, concentrating more on his stories than on his driving. The homesteaders, Ferry told me, had long since moved on, their cabins mostly dismantled and the lumber carted off to be used elsewhere.
We pulled up on a high, rocky ridge covered with withered beige grass, scrub oak, and wildflowers, just behind the Elkhead School. It had been boarded up and padlocked in 1938, after its windows were broken and it was ransacked. The basement furnace and stove were carted off, along with the two slate chalkboards and most of the children’s desks. A no-trespassing sign was posted. Ferry identified the mountains that surrounded us: Bears Ears, Pilot Knob, Agner, the Flat Tops. We sat on the steps and had our picture taken by a ranch hand who had come with us. Ferry said with satisfaction, “That’s three generations, sitting right here.” When I was back at college in the East, he sent me a letter on his official stationery: CARPENTER HEREFORDS, WEIGH-A-HEAD—SINCE 1909. He wrote, “Sure wish you could be here this Saturday when we sell our bull calves. . . . Ros joins me in sending love & hoping you come visit again. Ferry.” He enclosed a photograph of one of his prize bulls, 2,455-pound Biggie.
Ros died the following February. She had written a letter to Ferry, asking him to send some gifts from the money she left to him. The first recipient was Dorothy Hillman, her “great friend,” as she invariably referred to her, of eighty-three years. She also had requested that the Elkhead School be pictured on the front of the memorial booklet. The service was held on a cold day in the white-frame Congregational Church of Hayden. The windows were covered with yellowing paper that was designed to resemble stained glass, and the old organ was jammed into the right-front corner. It was drafty inside, but the pews were closely packed with friends and relatives from Auburn, Denver, the ranch, Hayden—and some students from Rosamond’s class of 1917. Those who couldn’t squeeze into the church were seated in the parish house, rigged with a public address system. Dorothy, who was sick, was unable to make the trip.
At a time when only 10 to 15 percent of students in the country who started high school ended up graduating, four of Ros’s students had gone on to college and others to professional school. Leila Ferguson, who had so cherished her first school desk, became an award-winning teacher in Colorado. She said of Dorothy and Ros six decades later, “They really and truly had the interests of the children at heart. . . . What they didn’t know about teaching methods, they made up in zeal.” Ezra Smith was a teacher in Michigan. Helen and Florence Jones—two of Tommy Jones’s sisters—were registered nurses. Lewis Harrison went to Colorado State University and got his master of science in forestry at Iowa State University. His education was subsidized by a fund established jointly by Ferry Carpenter and Ros’s mother. In 1957 Lewis became the chief forester for the state of Missouri.
Several of Ros’s and Dorothy’s former pupils spoke at the memorial. Lewis talked about Miss Underwood and Miss Woodruff, “who came riding into our lives in a spring wagon late one afternoon.” He said, “Little did I realize at the time the important and lasting influence it was going to have, not only on me, but on most youths and many adults of the Elkhead community.” Robin Robinson, by then a sixty-four-year-old Hayden businessman and chairman of the Solandt Memorial Hospital, said, “I’ll never forget the first morning when Lewis Harrison and the two new teachers rode up to the school. . . . I don’t believe there ever was a community that was affected more by two people than we were by those two girls.”
—————————
During my visits to Hayden and Elkhead in February 2009, I had wanted to ride from the old Harrison place up to the schoolhouse, but there were no horses and no one to break trail. Instead, Rebecca Wattles and a friend from the Hayden Heritage Center had arranged for us to make the climb by snowmobile. Sam Barnes, the public works director of Hayden and another grandchild of Elkhead homesteaders, provided three Arctic Cats and was our guide for the day. Rebecca took a steep turn too quickly, tipping over in the deep powder, as Ferry had with Dorothy and Ros in his sleigh. Sam—a tall man of few words and a generous girth—stopped and helped her to set things right. We made a noisy arrival, snow flying out on either side of the machines. When the engines were shut off, the silence felt like a reproach.
It was another brilliant, balmy day. Sam unlocked the door and threw open the shutters. Sunlight slanted in, revealing the outlines of where the blackboards used to hang. Sometimes the school is rented out to hunters, and there were half a dozen bunk beds in the middle of the room, along with an open kitchen and a bathroom by the back wall. The huge windows had been replaced with smaller ones. Otherwise, the room looked much as it had when Lewis first showed it to Dorothy and Ros. It wasn’t hard to imagine Miss Woodruff trying to keep order on her side of the room while Miss Underwood walked around examining the older students’ work on her side. The basement was in some disarray. There was a gaping dirt hole where the furnace had been ripped out of the concrete floor, and no sign of the domestic-science room. The folding wooden door that had separated the two classrooms was lying on its side; half a dozen wrought-iron bases of the children’s desks hung from the rafters. So did an ungainly wooden exercise apparatus—all that was left of whatever had constituted the gymnasium.
The school was a source of inspiration, though, until it closed. One evening in the summer of 1935, Charlotte Perry and Portia Mansfield, who had been running their performing-arts camp for twenty years, drove up from Strawberry Park with their new dance teacher, thirty-year-old Agnes de Mille. She had asked them if they knew where she could see her first square dance. The camp directors had a knack for attracting uncommonly talented young dancers, choreographers, and actors—among them Merce Cunningham and John Cage, who arrived together and in 1944 created their second major collaboration there, a play-dance called Four Walls. It starred Cunningham and Julie Harris. In the late 1920s, over three summers, Ferry Carpenter had taken his young nephew Richard Pleasant to the girls’ camp. Pleasant lived in Maybell, a town of twenty-five people in far western Colorado, and Ferry thought that Portia and Charlotte could impart some culture to him. Pleasant went on to found American Ballet Theatre, with Lucia Chase, in 1940. Later, a boys’ camp was added at Perry-Mansfield, and Dustin Hoffman studied acting under Charlotte.
At the schoolhouse that night, women stood on one side of the room and men on the other. As Portia described the scene, a group of “ancient and bearded” fiddlers were playing, and de Mille watched as the cowboys, in Levi’s and boots, whirled the women about in their full-skirted dresses. Portia asked the fiddlers to play “Turkey in the Straw,” and when they struck up the tune, she urged “Aggie” to do a solo. De Mille jumped out to the open floor and began to dance, startling the cowboys, who called out, “That’s it, girlie! You get ’em! Go to it!” As the music ended, a long line of dancers grabbed de Mille by the hand and “cracked the whip,” sending her out the open doors of the schoolhouse into the sagebrush.
Seven years later, her ballet Rodeo, accompanied by Aaron Copland’s exultant score, was performed for the first time in New York, by the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, with de Mille as the lead dancer. She received twenty-two curtain calls, and Rodgers and Hammerstein asked her to choreograph Oklahoma! De Mille told Portia, recalling her visit to Elkhead, “I think Rodeo began that night.”
I walked outside and stood on the stoop where I’d had my picture taken with Ferry in 1973. The rough hills, softened by layers of snow, wandered off toward Utah and Wyoming. The people who built this school on top of an unpopulated mountain were aroused by the same vision of America’s future that drove Ferdinand V. Hayden, David Moffat, and Sam Perry. That dream also sparked Charlotte and Portia and Dorothy and Rosamond, and the students they taught. Frederick Jackson Turner once urged Ferry to write down the details of his daily life on the frontier. He replied that he was too busy. But others recorded as much as they could, with pencil stubs in a derailed train car and in ink thinned by the cold. When Ros first glimpsed the school, she exclaimed, “It is the Parthenon of Elkhead!” Six-year-old Robin saw a churning ocean in the “crick” outside his father’s log cabin. The graduates of 1920 described gazing out from the school at the seemingly limitless miles of blue and purple mountains. They felt, they said, as if they were standing on top of the world.
This book was a collaborative undertaking. I reconstructed the events described here with the unflagging help of dozens of people, many of whom shared intimate details about their parents’, grandparents’, and great-grandparents’ lives. My thanks go first, wholeheartedly, to my mother, Hermione Hillman Wickenden, and my aunt, Caroline Hillman Backlund, to whom Nothing Daunted is dedicated. Both retired librarians, they saved Woodruff and Beardsley letters, photographs, and memorabilia going back to the mid-1800s. Without them, I could not have told the story.
I am very grateful to my contemporaries, and to their surviving parents, in the Underwood, Perry, Carpenter, and Cosel families. When I contacted Rosamond’s granddaughter Roz Turnbull, in Carbondale, Colorado, for the first time in dozens of years, she instantly called her ninety-year-old mother, Ruth Perry, to enlist her help. Several months later, we all met up in Steamboat Springs. There and in subsequent e-mails, letters, and family papers, they conveyed what they knew about Ros’s year in Elkhead, and about the lives of the Perrys: Sam and Lottie, Charlotte and Marjorie, and Bob and Rosamond.
Ferry Carpenter’s granddaughter Belle Zars, who lives in Austin, Texas, and is writing a book about the Elkhead community, generously supplied me with interviews she had conducted in 1973 with Ferry and the children of several homesteaders, and with copies of the letters Eunice Pleasant wrote from Elkhead to her sister-in-law, Gertrude Pleasant. She sent me Ros’s photo album and provided invaluable personal contacts. She helped me find Iva Rench’s and Isadore Bolten’s homesteads, and reminded me of the cast-iron dachshund boot scrapers that Dorothy and Ros gave to Ferry and Bob for Christmas in 1916. Belle’s brother Reed Zars entered into my project with enthusiasm, showing me Oak Point in February 2009 and the two successive summers. He and his daughter Cordelia joined Rebecca Wattles and me in July 2009, when we explored Elkhead on Rebecca’s horses, Titian and Troy (Reed and Cordy went on mountain bikes).
Mary Pat Dunn, the former curator of the Hayden Heritage Center, was a warm, dedicated guide to the center’s collection. She and Rebecca, who is president of the board of directors, organized my other Elkhead excursion that year: on skis and snowmobiles. Sam Barnes, the public-works director of Hayden, provided the snowmobiles and the key to the schoolhouse. The owner of the school, Mary Borg, came along. She teaches at the University of Northern Colorado in Greeley and became a resource on the school’s history and on the Meeker rebellion. Her family secured a historic designation for the building in January 2008. Penny and Cal Howe, who live on the property once owned by the Harrison family, have given me lunch, tours of their ranch, descriptions of old threshing equipment and the seasons and wildlife of Elkhead, stories about Lewis’s and Frank Jr.’s visits to the place where they grew up, and an understanding of how deeply the early settlers were attached to their land.
Ros’s son Kennard Perry—who lives in the Tudor house that Ros and Bob built on the outskirts of Denver—and Ken’s daughter, Barbara, talked to me about Ros, Sam, and Bob, the Moffat Coal Company, and the exploits of Marjorie Perry. I found Lewis Harrison’s daughter, Jane Harrison Telder, in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and her son, Richard, in Atlanta, Georgia; they rounded out the life story of Lewis, the undersize fourteen-year-old boy who guided the teachers to and from school each day.
Two of Rosamond’s grandsons, Peter Cosel and his brother Rob, met me in Norwalk, Connecticut, in the fall of 2009 and let me root through their family’s boxes of papers until I found Ros’s letters from Elkhead, her mother’s diaries, and the legal envelope full of newspaper clips about Bob’s kidnapping.
Timothy Jones, the grandson of another pioneering Colorado schoolteacher, Leah Mae Mahaney, sent me her unpublished autobiography about her experience teaching in Kremmling, Colorado, in 1916, at the age of nineteen.
Professional and amateur historians, from Auburn to Oak Creek, assisted me with resourcefulness and verve:
AUBURN AND OWASCO LAKE
For over a year, Sheila Tucker, the Cayuga County historian, worked with me to track down Auburn characters, events, photographs, and genealogies, and she read Chapter Two for accuracy. Peter Wisbey, the former executive director of the Seward House Museum, and Jennifer Haines, the education director, conveyed little-known facts about the Sewards and early Auburn history; Barbara Woodruff and Erik and Sheila Osborne were generous hosts at their cottages on the lake. Barbara and Jean Marshall (Ros’s niece by marriage) took a group of us to dinner at the Owasco Country Club. Erik loaned me family papers and gave me glimpses into his remarkable ancestry. David Connelly, who is writing a book about the prison reformer Thomas Mott Osborne, Erik’s grandfather, tipped me off to Osborne’s friendship with FDR. He, too, read the Auburn chapter. Devens Osborne and Betsey Osborne, Leland Underwood Kruger Coalson, Richard L. Coalson, and Chuck Underwood Kruger helped me sort out five generations of their families, and supplied scrapbooks and personal histories.
Eileen McHugh, executive director of the Cayuga Museum of History and Art, pointed me to sources on the Woodruffs and Beardsleys and the Auburn state prison. Joanne O’Connor, an insatiable Auburn history buff, and her brother, Peter, own the summer house on Owasco Lake that once belonged to Rosamond’s parents. Peter showed me around one summer afternoon; Joanne sent a steady supply of newspaper clips and books. Joe O’Hearn, who publishes “O’Hearn’s Histories” of Auburn, a monthly online newsletter, unearthed obscure information about various secondary characters. My friend Mike Connor, who grew up in Auburn, read the chapter and cheered me on in the project.
PARIS, CANNES, AND BARCELONA
Friends at the New Yorker helped in various ways: Peter Schjeldahl, with the Fauve movement and the relationships among Gertrude Stein, Picasso, and Matisse; Paul Goldberger, with the architecture of Les Lotus in Cannes; and Jon Lee Anderson, with old Barcelona.
Marianne Billaud, Marie Hélène Cainaud, and Marie Brunel, of Ville de Cannes, Archives Municipales, sent photographs and histories of Villa Les Lotus; Christopher Glazek helped with French translation and Nicholas Backlund with Paris and Cannes research; Janet Skeslien Charles looked into the location of Mme Rey’s school; Jean Strouse put me in touch with David Smith, who contacted Sandra Ribas in Barcelona, who uncovered the identity of the mysterious art collector Mr. Stuart, whose name was mentioned (and misspelled) by my grandmother in one of her letters.
DENVER, THE MOFFAT ROAD, AND STEAMBOAT SPRINGS
Debra Faulkner, the historian of the Brown Palace Hotel, told me about the hotel’s early days and showed me the guest ledger signed by Ros on July 26, 1916. Moya Hanson, a curator at the Colorado Historical Society, was an excellent guide to Denver’s past.
Dave Naples, president of the Moffat Railroad Museum project and the Grand County Model Railroad Club, was an amiable companion on this part of my journey. He read and made adjustments to the “Hell Hill” chapter, and supplied me with details about the size of the locomotives and the setup of the parlor cars. He showed me the site of his future museum in Granby and took me around Fraser, where Dr. Susan Anderson practiced at the turn of the twentieth century; her examination table and the contents of her doctor’s bag are in a room upstairs at the Cozens Ranch & Stage Stop Museum.
One of my happiest early discoveries was Ros’s oral history at Tread of Pioneers Museum. When I put the CD in the computer and heard her inflections and turns of phrase as an elderly woman describing her year in Elkhead, I felt as if I were listening again to my grandmother. I have since spent many hours in the museum, assisted by curator Katie Peck Adams and executive director Candice Lombardo. Daniel Tyler and Betty Henshaw were solicitous hosts, as were Renny Daly and Jain Himot—proving my grandmother’s point about the hospitality of Westerners. Holly Williams, who has maintained a decades-long relationship with the Perry-Mansfield Camp, led me further into its remarkable history. The former executive director, June Lindenmayer, provided contacts and context. Karolynn Lestrud, the camp historian, sent early photographs. T. Ray Faulkner, a retired professor of dance who worked as the assistant to Portia and Charlotte from 1957–65 and as a volunteer from 1969–2008, was a delightful source of personal recollections about them and the early days of modern dance.
OAK CREEK, HAYDEN, AND ELKHEAD
Mike Yurich, a full-time volunteer at Tracks and Trails Museum (part of the Historical Society of Oak Creek and Phippsburg), assisted by Laurie Elendu, was one of my guides to the town. Mike, inspired by a homesteader who spoke to his fifth-grade class, has spent some sixty-five years collecting photos, old-timers’ stories, newspaper articles, and miners’ equipment. Ferry Carpenter was the commencement speaker his senior year, and, Mike told me, “that clinched the interest.” He spent several afternoons talking to me about Oak Creek’s colorful past. Paul Bonnifield, a former coal miner and conductor on the Denver and Rio Grande, taught me about the geology and the coal-mining history of Routt County as we toured Oak Hills and Phippsburg, where he grew up in a shack built by the Moffat Road. In a series of evocative e-mails, he also enabled me to see and feel what it was like to be inside a mine and in Oak Hills when the coal companies were in operation.
No one was more scrupulous about her area of expertise than the late Jan Leslie, who served for many years as Hayden’s unofficial historian. Much of what I learned about Hayden came from her, in e-mails and packages of clippings and photos. Betsy Blakeslee, the manager of the Carpenter Ranch, gave me the run of Ferry’s library—an excellent way to gauge the breadth of his mind and interests. There are shelves of volumes on Woodrow Wilson and Abraham Lincoln, around the corner from a section on cattle breeding and one on poetry. As Betsy and I skied around what is now the property of the Nature Conservancy, she explained the conservation and educational work the group does, along with the ranching. Laurel Watson, the curator at the Hayden Heritage Center, helped with final questions about the town; Tammy Delaney and Heather Stirling discussed what they knew about Isadore Bolten; Bain and Christine White gave me a tour of the former Hayden Inn, now their house, which they are meticulously restoring; Bette Rathe, at the University of Northern Colorado, gave guidance about Colorado students’ final exams.
LIBRARIES
I would like to thank Nanci A. Young, the college archivist at Smith College Archives, and Amy Hague, the curator of manuscripts at the Sophia Smith Collection, for their patience with numerous requests. At Princeton University Library: Christine A. Lutz, assistant university archivist for public services, Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library. At the Denver Public Library, Western History/Genealogy Department: Ellen Zazzarino, senior archivist/librarian, and Bruce Hanson, researcher. At the Huntington Library: Peter Blodgett, H. Russell Smith Foundation curator of Western historical manuscripts, and Katrina Denman, library assistant for Western history.
—————————
A number of people were key to the creation of this book, which began as an article in the New Yorker. It was David Remnick, with whom I have worked for sixteen years, who prodded me to start writing again for the magazine. His lucid prose and ferocious work ethic are a perpetual source of inspiration. Emily Eakin was my editor on the piece; her astute suggestions continued to influence me throughout the project. Others with multitudinous skills who saw the article through: Henry Finder, Daniel Zalewski, Mary Hawthorne, Ann Goldstein, Lila Byock (who masterfully fact-checked both the piece and the book), Virginia Cannon, Hendrik Hertzberg, Pamela McCarthy, Elisabeth Biondi, Caroline Mailhot, Jessie Wender, and Mengfan Wu. Outside the magazine, the first person I heard from was my incomparable agent, Amanda Urban, who e-mailed at six-thirty on Easter morning, after reading the article, urging me to write a book. Ron Bernstein soon followed with his own notes of encouragement.
I am indebted to friends and family who read and improved the book. Connie Bruck saw the possibilities in the final story before I even started writing, read it more than once, and goaded me at every step. Katherine Boo did a superb edit from Mumbai even as she was finishing her own book. David Rompf, Roger Rosenblatt, Daniel Tyler, Betty Henshaw, Hermione Wickenden, Cynthia Snyder, and Lauren Collins were my first generous readers. Nicholas Trautwein and David Grann read parts of the book and were trusted consultants; David Greenberg, an associate professor of history at Rutgers University, kindly read all of it for accuracy.
Thomas Mallon helped me to look at letters in a new way. Alexa Cassanos, Ann Hulbert, Claudia Roth Pierpont, Anne Garrels, Constance Casey, Lawrence Wright, Kip Hawley, David and Peter Wickenden, and Norma Weiser had sound suggestions. Andrea Thompson, Chloe Fox, Betsy Morais, and Natalie Shutler helped me track down stray facts, and Chloe proofread the galleys. Maria Alkiewicz Penberthy told me about her great-grandmother Jane Kelly, the 1888 Smith graduate who went on to become a doctor; Maria handed over her own archival materials from the Sophia Smith Collection.
At Scribner, I would like to thank the entire team that produced this book. My inspirational editor, Nan Graham, read it several times and had unerring guidance on everything from where to begin to the shape of the epilogue. Susan Moldow has been the shrewd, attentive publisher every writer longs for. Others who lent their vision and skills include Rex Bonomelli, Carla Jones, Beth Thomas, Kate Lloyd, Brian Belfiglio, Roz Lippel, Kara Watson, Paul Whitlatch, and Dan Cuddy.
Nothing Daunted is, in part, about the strength of family ties. In my case, these include not only the industrialists and matriarchs of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries but also my father, Dan Wickenden, the writer and editor who inspired my career. My daughters, Sarah and Rebecca, have the radiant spirit and good humor of their great-grandmother, and her blunt honesty. They indulged my perpetually preoccupied state and pulled me away from the computer when I had been there too long. Becca sat down one day and assembled a draft of the bibliography. Over the years, my husband, Ben, has taught me a lot about reporting, and he helped with some of the investigative challenges posed by this project. He offered steady counsel from start to finish. For his integrity and devotion, I am indebted to him every day.
MORE PHOTOS FROM DOROTHY WOODRUFF’S ALBUMS
Minnie Jones and Marie Huguenin
The teachers’ room at the Harrison ranch
Charlie and Paroda Fulton with their children
Rosamond’s class
Dorothy burning her trash by the henhouse
Isadore Bolten’s cobbling class
On sunny days at recess, the boys liked to ski down the hill by the school
A SCRIBNER READING GROUP GUIDE NOTHING DAUNTED BY DOROTHY WICKENDEN
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1. In the prologue, Wickenden calls Ros and Dorothy’s adventure “an alternative Western.” What do you think she means by this? After finishing the book, do you agree? How does their story compare to your idea of the classic Western?
2. Dorothy and Ros, Wickenden writes, were “bothered by the idea of settling into a staid life of marriage and motherhood without having contributed anything to people who could benefit from the few talents and experiences they had to offer”. How does this statement influence your perspective of Ros and Dorothy? What did they eventually pass along to the students of Elkhead? What did they learn from their students and their families?
3. How are Ros and Dorothy different from each other? How are they similar?
4. Each section and chapter opens with a photograph—from Dorothy as a twelve-year-old in Auburn to Bob Perry outside his cabin in Oak Hills. How did these pictures shape or enhance your reading of Nothing Daunted? How did they add to your understanding of the setting and time period?
5. Similarly, how did the inclusion of letters and notes enhance your reading? Was there one particular or memorable correspondence that stood out to you?
6. William H. Seward was known as a firebrand for representing the black defendant in a notorious murder case and for befriending abolitionist Harriet Tubman. What influence did Seward, Tubman, and other strong personalities in Auburn have on Dorothy and Ros?
7. How would you define Ros and Dorothy’s teaching experience in one word? How did people react to their arrival in Elkhead? How did the girls’ families react to their decision to leave the comforts of their homes in Auburn?
8. How would you describe Ferry Carpenter? Wickenden writes that he “believed that American democracy was born on the frontier”. What effect did the lawlessness and opportunities of the West have on Ferry’s imagination and aspirations? How did the frontier influence Ros and Dorothy?
9. Discuss the title of the book. Do you think it refers to the heroines’ courage? What kind of education did Dorothy and Ros themselves receive in the West?
10. After Ros and Dorothy applied to be teachers, Ferry was told that one of the applicants “was voted the best-looking girl in the junior class of Smith College!”. What advantages—educational, social, physical—did Ros and Dorothy have over other applicants? What were their potential disadvantages?
11. Ros and Dorothy received nearly identical scores on their Colorado teachers’ exams. Ros wrote to her mother: “I think Mrs. Peck must have been perjuring her soul, to give [those scores] to us”. What did she mean?
12. How did the structure of the narrative, with its flashbacks to the past and flash-forwards to the current day, influence how you read Nothing Daunted?
13. Do you think anyone else could have written this story about Ros and Dorothy’s time in Colorado? How would the story have been different if it was not written from the perspective of a family member?
ENHANCE YOUR BOOK CLUB
1. Wickenden writes that Dorothy “recorded an oral history, speaking with unerring precision about her childhood and about her time in Colorado. Retrieving the transcript of the tape, I was reminded of the breathtaking brevity of America’s past” (page xi). Try recording a brief oral history of your own, perhaps about an important trip you took, a big event in your family, or some other significant milestone. Did you remember details from the story that you had forgotten by saying it aloud?
2. Find some old letters, postcards, diaries, or other artifacts of your family’s past. After reading and taking notes on their contents, write a short narrative of an event from within—a trip, a wedding, or some other event. Be sure to include whatever details you can to give it real shape.
3. Prepare some recipes that have been passed down in your family. Perhaps, like the miners of Oak Creek, members of your family were immigrants, bringing recipes with them. Alternatively, look through a relative’s cookbook for something you’ve had with them before. Bring the dish to your book club meeting and share the history of the dish.
A CONVERSATION BETWEEN DOROTHY WICKENDEN AND NEW YORKER EDITOR DAVID REMNICK AT MCNALLY JACKSON BOOKS, NEW YORK CITY, JUNE 23, 2011
David Remnick: Dorothy and I started at the New Yorker at about the same time—I as a writer and Dorothy as executive editor. There is no one at the New Yorker who has helped transform the magazine more. Her gift for language, her gift for people, and her extraordinary sense of judgment and fairness have benefited everybody and everything that she’s touched. So I’m doubly delighted that she decided to write this book.
Dorothy, what were you thinking? Most writers are writers, and most editors are editors. You opened a drawer, both spiritually and physically, and something happened. What made you decide to write when you opened this drawer and found the letters of your grandmother?
Dorothy Wickenden: My mother gave me the letters twenty years ago, and said, “These are your grandmother’s letters from Colorado.” I knew the stories well because she had told them to me when I was little. I had wanted to read them one day, but I forgot about them because I was bringing up two children and had a busy job. I stuck them in the back of a drawer. Then one day, in the fall of 2008, I was laid up with a broken ankle for two weeks and I was sitting with my left foot propped up on my desk with a bag of ice over it. I thought, “Time to clean out some old files.” I found a folder way in the back that said “Dorothy Woodruff Letters 1916–1917.” I started reading the first letter, which my grandmother had written right after they arrived in the tiny frontier town of Hayden. It began, “My dearest family, can you believe I’m actually out here in Colorado?” It was very far away from where she had grown up in New York, and I was pulled in immediately. She wrote those letters when she was twenty-nine years old. Even though her voice was totally familiar to me, I was reading them as a middle-aged editor, and I knew from the first page that this was a great piece of writing and an amazing story. I sat down and I read them all. And later I came to David [Remnick] and said, “You know, I have this story about my grandmother. Do you think we can do something about it in the New Yorker?”
DR: How well did you know your grandmother? What was the familiarity you had from life rather than from found objects and letters?
DW: She died after I graduated from college. She was ninety-three. She lived in Grand Rapids, Michigan. I lived in Weston, Connecticut. She’d visit us a couple of times a year, and it was always a great event. She was tiny, four foot eleven, a little lady with white hair, but a complete powerhouse. She had an unbelievably dynamic character. Somewhat Victorian, but with a spirit of independence and can-do. She was always a wonderful storyteller, but I didn’t realize quite how good she was until I read the letters.
DR: What did you see in the letters? What did they suggest in terms of a story? Finding letters in drawers is the way any number of novelists might begin their narrative.
DW: My grandmother and her friend Rosamond had grown up in a very wealthy industrial city in midstate New York. They were brought up as proper young ladies. They went to Smith College at a time when few girls had any kind of higher education. Afterward, they were expected to return to Auburn to marry. They didn’t want to do that.
DR: Why not?
DW: They were somewhat contemptuous of the young men they met. When I was in college, I went to visit her. “Dorothy, dear,” she said, “do you have a beau?” That was the word she used. And I said, “No, I haven’t really met anybody interesting yet.” And she said, “Well, as you’ll discover, most men are terribly stupid.” My cousin was in the car, and she hastily added, “Oh, not your father. Not your uncle.”
There was a very prestigious seminary in Auburn—the Auburn Theological Seminary—where a lot of the young women found their husbands. My grandmother and Ros just thought they were too effete and really not worth considering. So, they graduated from Smith, went back home, and did not marry. Then they convinced Rosamond’s parents to take them to Europe for a year and they went on an extremely lavish trip.
DR: The Grand Tour.
DW: The Grand Tour.
DR: So, they were like Henry James characters.
DW: Totally like Henry James characters, and they did the whole thing, went to about six countries, ended up in Paris. In 1910. At the age of twenty-two or twenty-three. On their own because their parents had gone home. They had the time of their lives. They went to the opera every other night. They went to see Isadora Duncan dance when she was at the beginning of her career. They saw Nijinsky dance in Scheherazade. My grandmother wrote a letter home almost every day to someone in her family. She had six siblings. And she wrote different kinds of letters to each one, depending on what his or her interests were.
DR: All of these letters became available to you?
DW: Yes, later on, after I finished the New Yorker piece. I hadn’t even known about the Europe letters.
DR: In Henry James, the woman of means goes east—Isabel Archer. All the great heroines—they go to Paris, they go to London. Your grandmother and Rosamond go west. How did that happen and why? That’s your story—go west, young girl.
DW: That’s the story. They got back after this unbelievably wonderful trip to Europe. And not surprisingly, they were bored by the constricting rituals of Auburn society. Ten-course luncheons, charity balls, bridge—for six long years.
DR: They didn’t want to go to the big city?
DW: They did go to New York one year, where, once again, their parents expected them to meet somebody eligible. Ros was very beautiful—tall and willowy, with thick brown hair. Men kept falling in love with her.
DR: And she was not interested?
DW: There was one very persistent young man in New York. He was in shipping. But my grandmother made it clear that he was not up to Rosamond’s standards. She described him as a “regular Miss Nancy,” and said, “Needless to say, Rosamond wasn’t interested.”
So, they were in Auburn, bored out of their minds. They were feminists, and they were in the heart of suffrage country. The women who initiated the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848 lived in Auburn. Dorothy and Ros went out and stood on soapboxes—literally—and advocated women’s rights. As my grandmother put it, “My parents thought this was absurd. We were in this troubled state of mind when an unusual opportunity presented itself.”
Rosamond had tea with an acquaintance, a graduate of Wellesley, who’d just gotten back from visiting a friend whose brother ended up being the hero of my book: Ferry Carpenter. Ferry was a young lawyer and homesteader on the Western Slope of Colorado, which was still mostly unsettled. He and his neighbors had just built a beautiful stone schoolhouse in the mountains for the children of homesteaders, and he was looking for two cultivated young teachers from the East. Ferry went to Princeton and Harvard Law School, and Ros immediately perked up. She rushed to the telephone: “Dotty, we must talk about this. We’ve got to go out and teach school in Colorado.” My grandmother, who lived around the corner, ran over. They instantly decided, yes, we’re going to do this.
DR: But this is crazy. Colorado in those days is the other side of the moon!
DW: Yes, and they knew very little about the West. And they knew, as my grandmother admitted, absolutely nothing about teaching.
DR: In what spirit did they go there? To do good? For an adventure? In the spirit of Teach For America?
DW: It was the beginning of the Progressive Era. They were brought up with the sense that you should do good for others. And they also thought it sounded like a lark. They applied impulsively and, to their amazement, they got hired. Then, my grandmother said, “We realized what we had done. We didn’t know anything about teaching, and we began to be very frightened.”
DR: At what point did they realize that Carpenter had a motive?
DW: This became the comic crux of the book. Ferry was a visionary. He really had an earnest desire to educate the children of these homesteaders. He had high ideals, which he conveyed in the letters he wrote to them. But he didn’t tell them he had an ulterior motive. He lived up in Elkhead, which was a settlement of about twenty-five people. There were no single young women, and the cowboys were lonely and asking Ferry for help. So he decided to build this schoolhouse, and then use it as a lure for cultivated, pretty young women from the East. The idea was that a few teachers would come out every year or two, an ongoing source of marriageable women for all the young cowboys.
DR: You had to work with big themes about women, feminist history, expansion westward, otherness in America. Sometimes you read a family story and it’s just itself.
DW: Sometimes when you’re doing a research project like this, everything just falls into place. People began giving me things. My aunt and my mother were librarians, so they had kept all the photographs and letters. My grandmother had said that her grandfather lived next door to William Seward, Lincoln’s secretary of state. When I went to Auburn, and to the Seward Museum, and I asked the executive director whether she remembered correctly. “Oh, yes!” he said. He pointed out the library window at the municipal parking lot. “Harmon Woodruff. He lived right there and his children played with Seward’s children.”
Auburn was a major stop on the Underground Railroad, and Seward hid slaves in his basement. Some of these big themes of American history had just preceded my grandmother’s time. Dorothy and Rosamond learned their history through their relatives, who would tell stories about their neighbors. After the Civil War, Seward had helped Harriet Tubman buy a house down the street. When my grandmother was three or four, she’d see Tubman, an elderly woman, riding her bicycle up and down South Street, stopping to ask for food donations for her home for elderly African-Americans. I got the personal side and the bigger backdrop, and I tried to meld the two.
DR: You go from archive to letter drawer to museum and, like a reporter, like a historian, you’re building a base of information. And then you get to the writer part and it has to have an architecture.
DW: One of the great things about my job is that I work with some of the best writers in the world. I watch how great narratives are written. But I defied one of my own rules. I almost always tell writers who get tangled up in their narratives: Just tell it chronologically. If you try these fancy moves, they can be a disaster. So I wasn’t sure about the flashbacks. The trick was how to do them, and do the bigger panorama of American history, without losing sight of my main characters.
DR: Your mother is very much alive. And, I presume she read this book. Was it revelatory to her? Did she know everything?
DW: She knew most of it because one of the things she did as a devoted daughter and librarian was transcribe every letter—which made my job much easier. She knew the stories anyway because her mother had told them to her over and over again when she was growing up. But she didn’t know all the history of Auburn. She didn’t know the early history of Denver. I spent part of one chapter on the building of the railroad that the heroines took over the Continental Divide. The railroad was only three years old. It was a four-car train on a winding track that went all the way up and over the Continental Divide. My grandmother said in her letter, “This is a miracle of engineering. I don’t know how they ever did it.” And I thought, “I wonder how they did do it.” I did some reading and research and I found an expert on the building of this railway. It was an incredible story. So I was telling the story of Dorothy and Ros on the train, and I stopped and had a little interlude on the history of the railroad, and then I came back to them when they got to the top of the mountain.
DR: How did it make you feel differently about America? It seems to me that this is a real American story and these two women both embody and bump into a lot of large American themes.
DW: I found the writing really liberating. You and I spend so much of our days thinking about all the horrors of the twenty-first century—the floods, and the tsunamis, global warming, and the wars. My grandmother’s story was an escape to a simpler time. It was also a very idealistic time.
I also loved my characters and what they said about America. It was right before World War I. Most of these people had no experience of war. They hadn’t experienced the Civil War. So these aristocrats from Auburn and these dirt-poor homesteaders all shared the idea that America was the greatest country in the world. They thought they were going to build something really extraordinary on, of all places, a remote mountaintop. They were going to build a school, which, to the homesteaders, symbolized America and moving beyond who they were and where they had come from.
The ending wasn’t particularly happy, but the fourteen-year-old son of the homesteaders they lived with would go out every morning and break the trail for them. They could never have found their way to the schoolhouse on their own. It was three miles. I found his daughter and grandson. His grandson said, “My grandfather, Lewis, talked about your grandmother with such admiration. He always made me feel that education is the most important thing in your life.” Lewis went to college on a scholarship funded by Ferry Carpenter and Rosamond’s mother; he went to graduate school and became the chief forester for the state of Missouri. It’s a great American success story. That year changed his life just as it changed my grandmother’s life and Ros’s life. Both women said that for all of the wonderful things that had been bestowed upon them, this was by far the best year of their lives.
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Much of Nothing Daunted is based on approximately one hundred letters written by Dorothy Woodruff and Rosamond Underwood, starting in 1897 and ending in 1973. Dorothy wrote forty letters home from Europe in 1910–11, which became the foundation of Chapter 6. From July 1916 to February 1917, together they sent fifty long letters to their families from Elkhead. I was extraordinarily lucky to have two such engaging and trustworthy correspondents.
Virtually all quotations from Dorothy’s letters are from the Dorothy Woodruff Hillman Papers, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College, Northampton, Massachusetts. Quotations from Rosamond’s letters, from Grace Underwood’s papers and diary, and from Ruth Carpenter Woodley’s and Miriam Heermans’s letters are courtesy of the Perry and Cosel families. Quotations from Lewis Harrison’s unpublished memoir about his parents, Uriah and Mary Harrison, are thanks to Lewis’s daughter, Jane Harrison Telder, and his great-niece, Linda Harrison Williamson. I have retained their spelling, punctuation, and peculiarities of style.
I drew as well from Dorothy’s oral histories about her years growing up in Auburn and her nine months in Elkhead. Both were taped and transcribed in Weston, Connecticut, in the early 1980s by my mother. The transcripts are in the Sophia Smith Collection. On May 15, 1973, Rosamond’s friend Eleanor Bliss interviewed her at the Carpenter Ranch about her experience in Elkhead. That oral history is in the collection of the Tread of Pioneers Museum in Steamboat Springs.
Bob Perry’s kidnapping was reported in papers across the country and in the Routt County Sentinel, the Routt County Republican, the Oak Creek Times, the Rocky Mountain News, the Yampa Leader, the Denver Times, and the Denver Post. Most of Colorado’s early newspapers are available online, at the Colorado Historic Newspapers Collection.
Ferry Carpenter’s papers are scattered. His family and mine have some of his letters. Tapes and CDs of his talks and reminiscences are in the Denver Public Library’s Western History collection; the Colorado Historical Society in Denver; and the Tread of Pioneers Museum. Ferry’s letters to Henry Bragdon, one of Woodrow Wilson’s biographers, and notes about Ferry’s recollections of Woodrow Wilson (which he used when writing his autobiography, Confessions of a Maverick) are in the Princeton University Library. The Huntington Library, which contains the papers of Frederick Jackson Turner, has three letters that Ferry wrote to Turner between 1913 and 1926.
CHAPTER 1: OVERLAND JOURNEY
One chronicler observed, “Prick South Street at one end”: Chamberlain, 28.
They also reread the letter: July 18, 1916.
there were few signs of life: Greeley, “The American Desert,” in An Overland Journey, June 2, 1859.
Ros signed the register: Guest Register # 78, July 26, 1916.
On a day: Hunt, 24.
Modeled after the Campanile: Interview with Debra Faulkner, historian, Brown Palace Hotel, July 20, 2009.
In his first day’s edition: Rocky Mountain News, April 23, 1859.
“the new El Dorado”: Barney, 17.
Denver City became an indispensable: Imagine a Great City: Denver at 150, exhibition, November 22, 2008–Winter 2010, Colorado Historical Society, Denver, CO.
he reported on June 20, “we have tidings”: “Gold in the Rocky Mountains,” in An Overland Journey.
A month earlier, a man from Illinois, Daniel Blue: Blue was saved by an Arapaho who carried him to his lodge, fed him, and took him to the nearest stagecoach stop. The story was also reported by Henry Villard, “To the Pike’s Peak Country in 1859 and Cannibalism on the Smoky Hill Route,” Cincinnati Daily Commercial, May 17, 1879, in Grinstead and Fogelberg, 9–11. Libeus Barney provided a fuller account, with some particularly lurid flourishes, 24–25.
One entrepreneur with grandiose ideas: William J. Baker, “Brown’s Bluff,” Empire Magazine, December 28, 1958; “The Palace Henry Brown Built,” Rocky Mountain News, April 22, 1984.
The project took four years and cost $2 million: Hunt, 34.
the Brown Palace already had been sandblasted: Interview with Faulkner, July 20, 2009.
an 1880 tourists’ guide called it “an unknown land.” Denver society referred to it as “the wild country”: Duane A. Smith, “A Land Unto Itself: The Western Slope,” in Grinstead and Fogelberg, 135–46.
CHAPTER 2: THE GIRLS FROM AUBURN
And she never cooked a meal in her life: Recollections of Mildred Woodruff, wife of Dorothy’s brother Douglas. Undated.
The Beardsley family and its connections: “They Prospered with the Abundance,” account by the Auburn Fortnightly Club, seventy-fifth year, 1957, 24.
The many uses for cornstarch: Ayers, 139; Oswego Daily Times, September 29, 1876; Monroe, 183–85.
At family gatherings, he produced jingles and poems he had written: “A Reminiscence of My Father, George Underwood,” by Rosamond U. Carpenter, in Ruth Brown’s “The Abundant Life,” 11.
Dorothy’s great-uncle Nelson Beardsley later became a partner of Seward’s: “Major Beardsley,” Auburn Weekly Bulletin, January 26, 1900; Obituary: Nelson Beardsley, Oswego Daily Palladium, January 15, 1894.
One of her aunts, Mary Woodruff, was a good friend of Seward’s daughter Fanny: Jennifer Haines, e-mail, January 18, 2011.
stunned by the crime: Goodwin discusses the trial and its effect on Seward’s national political reputation, 85–87.
Seward was out of town, and Frances wrote to him with the news: Letter from Frances to William Seward, August 21, 1847, William Henry Seward Papers, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, University of Rochester.
but when Seward returned from Washington, his once disapproving neighbors referred to him: “They Prospered with the Abundance,” 10.
One of Ros’s nieces: Sheila Tucker, e-mail, April 21, 2010.
Presidents Johnson and Grant and General Custer: Peter Wisbey, e-mail, September 7, 2010.
One summer, Dorothy’s extended family rented Willow Point: Amy Dunning Underwood (1883–1960), who was married to Rosamond’s brother George Jr., wrote: “The Hermon Woodruffs and Will Beardsley had it one summer. . . . Every Sunday morning we would meet and have an informal prayer meeting, as I remember, Mr. Woodruff usually conducted.” From an undated account, “Lake Life Flourished,” courtesy Leland Coalson.
whom an Auburn neighbor referred to as “a very dangerous woman”: Penney and Livingston, 110.
Eliza was a tall, regal woman whose glorious black eyes: Stanton, Eighty Years and More, 435.
For two decades Eliza was the president: David W. Connelly, “WEIU Helped Women Cope in Harsh World,” Auburn Citizen, March 2, 2009.
In 1911, when FDR was a twenty-nine-year-old state senator: David W. Connelly, e-mail, October 18, 2010.
Auburn’s rapid growth from a quiet village: Auburn and Its Prison: Both Sides of the Wall, booklet for exhibition at the Cayuga Museum of History and Art, Summer 2003.
Anyone who broke the rule of silence was flogged with the “cat”: Storke, 155.
In 1831 Alexis de Tocqueville and Gustave de Beaumont visited the prison on behalf of the French government and reported: “. . . when the day is finished, and the prisoners have returned to their cells, the silence within these vast walls, which contain so many prisoners, is that of death” (Tocqueville and Beaumont, 32). Elam Lynds, who helped devise the system and carried a bullwhip, told them, “A prison director, especially if he’s an innovator, needs to be given absolute and assured authority. . . . I consider punishment by the whip as the most effective and also the most humane. . . .” (Damrosch, 57).
When he got out, he and a former prisoner: Frederik R-L Osborne, Introduction, Within Prison Walls, 2; Chamberlain, 261; Rose Field, “The Personality and the Work of Thomas Mott Osborne,” review of There Is No Truce in the New York Times, March 31, 1935.
Today, the Osborne Association runs treatment, educational, and vocational services in New York prisons; they also help ex-offenders find jobs and adjust to life after their release. Frederik Osborne, Thomas Mott Osborne’s grandson, is its president.
Her earliest memory, she told her grandchildren: “Assassin Czolgosz Is Executed at Auburn,” New York Times, October 29, 1901. According to the Times, Czolgosz was buried in the prison cemetery, but a groundskeeper at Fort Hill Cemetery swore to Sheila Tucker, the Cayuga County historian, that he knew the gravesite.
reflecting the romantic Victorian view, called Logan “the best specimen”: Henry Howe, Historical Collections of Ohio, Volume 1, Cincinnati: Published by the State of Ohio, 960.
“that masterpiece of oratory which ranks along with the memorable speech of President Lincoln at Gettysburg”: Monroe, 9.
CHAPTER 3: “A FUNNY, SCRAGGLY PLACE”
“one of that peculiar and persevering class” . . . The News declared: Rocky Mountain News, December 30, 1874, and June 15, 1875.
A thin, obsessive scholar: Foster, 246–52.
“very desirable that its resources be made known”: Hayden to Columus Delano, Washington, D.C., January 27, 1873, L.S., Hayden Survey, R.G. 57, National Archives. Quoted in Goetzmann, 516.
He gave lectures in Washington and New York: “Western Scenery: Interesting Facts Concerning Our National Parks,” New York Times, April 16, 1874.
William Blackmore, a British investor in American ventures: Foster, 229.
The most serious trouble between the settlers and the Utes: For a lucid account of the influence of the Hayden Atlas, Milk Creek, the mining camps, and the White River Agency, see Sprague, Colorado, 78–100.
“ ‘The gun no good’ ”: Lou Smart’s letter, a vivid first-person description of her family’s dealings with the Utes, was written from Hot Sulphur Springs on November 2, 1879, and published in History of Hayden & West Routt County, 2–7.
“My idea is that, unless removed”: Young, 34.
A log school and a store were built on the homestead of Sam and Mary Reid: Leslie, Anthracite, Barbee, and Tosh, 34; Leslie, Images of America: Hayden, 9–23.
A man named Ezekiel Shelton: Robert S. Temple, in History of Hayden & West Routt County, 282.
CHAPTER 4: “REFINED, INTELLIGENT GENTLEWOMEN”
Seventy-five of Dorothy and Ros’s classmates: Annual Report of the President for 1905/1906, Smith College Archives.
One graduate wrote: Elizabeth Spader Clark, Class Book, Smith College, Nineteen Hundred and Nine, 169.
Addams had longed to go to Smith: Knight, 20–21.
“influence in reforming the evils of society”: “Last Will and Testament of Miss Sophia Smith, Late of Hatfield, Mass.” Smith College Archives.
President L. Clark Seelye wrote: “Smith College,” Official Circular, No. 3, 1877, Smith College Archives.
“refined, intelligent gentlewomen”: from “In Memory of Rosamond Underwood Carpenter.”
However, since most of them had “neither the call nor the competence”: William Allen Neilson, 7.
After a week at Wood’s Hole in the summer of 1902: Jane Kelly, “1880 Class Letters,” Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College.
Smith’s entrance examinations, which included: “Specifications of the Requirements for Admission,” Catalogue of Smith College, Forty-Third Year, 1916–1917. Smith College Archives.
Delta Sigma, which was, one of its founding members emphasized: “Early Days of Delta Sigma Invitation House,” Esther M. Wyman, Class of 1911, January 1958, Sophia Smith Collection, Smith College.
Students were allowed to invite gentlemen: Nanci Young, college archivist of Smith College Archives, e-mail, December 14, 2009.
“It was a fine opportunity . . . [Y]ou will not become the useless members”: Springfield Republican, June 14, 1909.
At the chapel exercises, President Seeyle spoke of the first Smith class: Springfield Republican, June 15, 1909.
CHAPTER 5: UNFENCED
When he arrived at Princeton and read the “Freshman Bible”: Carpenter, Confessions, 33.
Farrington sounded like the name of an English resort town: Ibid., 1.
In November 1904 he gave a speech in New York: Startt, 46; Bragdon, 337–38.
He officially introduced it to the Board of Trustees: Bragdon, “The Quad Fight Plan,” 312–36.
The prospect of not getting into a club: Confessions, 38.
Wilson told Ferry, “Some of the wealthy New York and Pennsylvania people”: Ibid., 40.
“To the country at large, his dispute with the Princeton clubs was analogous”: Bragdon, 330.
telling his acolyte: “At those great state institutions”: letter from Carpenter to Bragdon, November 30, 1967. After Bragdon’s book was published, Carpenter sent him detailed responses to chapters as he read them. These letters are part of the Woodrow Wilson Collection, 1837–1986, Box 62, Folder 17, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library; Princeton University.
“When you go out into the world and have to make your own living”: E. S. W. Kerr interview with Ferry Carpenter, June 6, 1967, Woodrow Wilson Collection, Princeton University.
Aristocracy, he informed a despondent Ferry Carpenter: Confessions, 41.
Wilson had gotten to know Frederick Jackson Turner: Bragdon, 194, 233, 236; E. David Cronon, “Woodrow Wilson, Frederick Jackson Turner, and the State Historical Society of Wisconsin,” The Wisconsin Magazine of History, vol. 71, no. 4 (Summer 1988), 296–300.
“They wore big black hats”: Confessions, 4–15.
During a raid on Paint Creek: The journalist was Hatton W. Sumners. “Charles Goodnight visits John B. Dawson on Dawson’s Ranch,” 1911, in Wilson, 28–29.
As one of Dawson’s granddaughters described it: Wilson, 122.
The alfalfa was so high . . . “cure anything from gripes”: Farrington Carpenter, oral history, OH 42, Colorado Historical Society.
In the Princeton library: Confessions, 20.
As Carpenter recalled, Dawson “could read but he couldn’t write”: OH 42.
Carpenter said he felt as if he had stumbled on a gold mine: Confessions, 45–46.
Carpenter asked his father for a loan: Ibid., 50.
The last thing Ferry wanted to do: OH 51, Denver Public Library.
which he proposed to do: Confessions, 45.
He described the improvements he had made upon his first claim: Department of the Interior, United States Land Office, Farrington R. Carpenter applications for homesteads, August 10, 1907, and August 14, 1914. Homestead Certificate, Department of the Interior, United States Land Office, Glenwood Springs, CO, March 20, 1920.
It was as thrilling to him as the American Revolution: Confessions, 45, 46.
CHAPTER 6: THE GRAND TOUR
Their parents held afternoon card parties: “They Prospered with the Abundance,” 1957.
Seward, though, was a loyal patron of Delmonico’s: Thomas, 93, 191.
The incomprehensible instructions: Ranhofer, 1007.
Miss Elkins was reported to be in Vichy: “Miss Elkins Not in Paris,” New York Times, August 28, 1910; “Miss Elkins Bride of W. F. R. Hitt,” New York Times, October 28, 1913.
they went to see Isadora Duncan . . . baby was born: Kurth, 248–69.
The main house was a palatial, half-timbered Queen Anne: Gayraud, 48.
an amateur botanist: Cunisset-Carnot, 304.
One room, “The Lounge of the Queen Regent”: La Vanguardia, May 14, 1910.
He was a member of the Barcelona stock exchange: “W. W. Stuart Dies in Spain,” New York Times, April 1, 1914.
Often he entertained his guests: La Vanguardia, April 23, 1911, and January 24, 1905.
CHAPTER 7: FERRY’S SCHEME
In 1912, when Ferry Carpenter set up: Confessions, 57.
The bell was rung: Leslie, Images of America: Hayden, 25.
Galloway said, “I see you’re going to”: Confessions, 58.
He didn’t have many clients: Ibid., 65.
The cattle business also took years: According to Ferry’s son Ed Carpenter, Ferry and Jack ended the first year with a loss of $477.88. Ferry’s father continued to subsidize them until 1914, when they had 225 head and made a profit of $2,150. America’s First Grazier, 47.
“We ran him home,” Ferry told an appreciative group: Speech at Colorado State University, accepting the Stockman of the Year Award, February 1967; Tread of Pioneers Museum.
one evening in Cambridge, Turner rebuked his daughter: Letter from Farrington R. Carpenter to Henry Bragdon, December 11, 1967, Woodrow Wilson Collection, Princeton University.
Carpenter assured Bragdon that by then Wilson no longer shared Turner’s view of women. Carey Thomas, the second president of Bryn Mawr College and a well-known suffragist, had hired Wilson to teach history there in 1884. Carpenter wrote that Thomas had “knocked out of [Wilson’s] head his theretofore belief that all women’s minds were incapable of matching men’s intellectual structures.” But Bragdon says that at the time, Wilson believed that women lost their femininity when they chose to work with men. Wilson wrote to a friend at Bryn Mawr, “I find that teaching women relaxes my mental muscle.”
As Ferry put it, “The Sheep. Always we live in fear & hatred of them”: Letter to Frederick Jackson Turner, October 6, 1922. TU Box 31A (20), Frederick Jackson Turner Papers, Henry E. Huntington Library and Art Gallery, San Marino, CA.
In October 1913, writing from Oak Point: October 13, 1913, TU Box 20A (3), Ibid.
A district attorney in Steamboat Springs instructed Ferry to take on the jurors one by one, as you would if you were shooting ducks. The DA said that he’d know when they were convinced: “When a man gets interested in something he is listening to, his neck begins to stretch as you grip his attention. When his Adam’s apple comes out so far that it finally chins itself on his collar, you know you have him.” Women—not yet allowed to be jurors in Colorado—would be more difficult. “They are always so conscious of how their back hair may be looking that they never allow their necks to stretch and therefore can’t be totally swayed by oratory.” Confessions, 71–72.
“Well, guess I’d better roll in—I think of you all every now & again”: Letter to Turner, October 13, 1913, Frederick Jackson Turner Papers, Huntington Library.
“We did not want strays”: Beverly Smith, “America’s Most Unusual Storyteller,” Saturday Evening Post, April 12, 1952.
Twenty-five people attended, the paper reported: “Elkhead District Formed,” Routt County Republican, April 21, 1911.
education officials handed out postcards: Zimmerman, 81, citing Country School Legacy: Humanities on the Frontier (Silt, CO): Country School Legacy, 1981, 46.
Fulton had grown up: Rebecca Fulton Wattles, in History of Hayden & West Routt County, 186.
he said during a talk in Denver about his early experiences: “The Adventures of a Tenderfoot,” January 9, 1964, Denver Public Library.
Early on the morning after the teachers arrived: Confessions, 81–84.
As his son Ed recalled: America’s First Grazier, 54–55.
Jack White was married in 1915, and I suspect that he played an unacknowledged role in Carpenter’s scheme. A few years earlier, either during a trip home or at a dance in Steamboat Springs (accounts vary), Jack had met a fearless society girl from Evanston—Ann Ehrat. The daughter of a wealthy importer, she had left for Colorado in 1908 and homesteaded on Cow Creek, south of Steamboat Springs, with her brother, William. Jack’s success at wooing Ann could well have spurred Ferry’s notion to recruit more women like her to Elkhead.
CHAPTER 8: DEPARTURE
Postcard of South Street: The gates in the left foreground are the entrance to the former Beardsley Roselawn estate.
Dorothy introduced the speaker, Mrs. Theodore M. Pomeroy: “For Which Mrs. Pomeroy Was Prepared Because She Was ‘Born a Suffragist,’ ” Auburn Citizen, June 8, 1914.
She was not surprised to hear Ros say: Grace Kennard Underwood, explanation of how Rosamond and Dorothy came to be hired at Elkhead School, and their early weeks, undated and unfinished.
Stewart wrote about a camping trip in December: Elinore Pruitt Stewart, 198.
“We all got so much out of so little”: Ibid., 211.
The domestic-science movement was led: Shapiro, 3–10.
War with Mexico appeared imminent: Cooper, 319–21.
He had just made second lieutenant: “Kennard Underwood a Second Lieutenant,” Auburn Advertiser-Journal, June 10, 1916.
CHAPTER 9: HELL HILL
“seems to be something of a joke”: There were actually several passenger trains each day by 1916, weather permitting.
As an early historian of Colorado wrote: Stone, 50.
This caused Thomas Durant, the vice president of Union Pacific, to gleefully announce: Boner, 10.
Moffat was described by a friend as: Stone, 51.
He promised it would reduce the travel time: “New Line West of Denver: David H. Moffat Completes Its Financing Arrangements,” New York Times, June 22, 1902.
The Moffat Road is still the highest standard-gauge railroad ever built in North America: The section on the building of the Moffat Road is reconstructed from accounts in Bollinger, Boner, and Black, and from information provided by Dave Naples.
The railroad’s chief locating engineer: Bollinger, 33–42.
“The battle of Gettysburg was a Quaker meeting”: Boner, 81.
Argo wrote in his diary one June day: Bollinger, 38.
Remarkably, no passenger was ever killed: Interview with Dave Naples, June 30, 2010.
There was at least one birth: Ibid.
“They brought some Chinese in to shovel the snow”: Tom Ross, “Railroad Came to Steamboat 100 Years Ago,” Steamboat Pilot, January 16, 2008.
He established a dummy power company: Bollinger, 35–39, 42.
Although Harriman was no longer alive: Boner, 164–65.
Susan B. Anthony went twice to push the cause there: Stephen J. Leonard, “Bristling for Their Rights: Colorado’s Women and the Mandate of 1893,” in Grinstead and Fogelberg, 225–33.
“[W]hile I have not taken to myself a husband”: Smith College, Class of 1897 Reunion Book, Smith College Archives.
As another traveler remembered: “My 1926 Trip to Corona,” by William O. Gibson, in Griswold, 149.
described this CREST OF THE MAIN RANGE: Griswold, 31.
advertised by the Moffat Road in a famous poster as the “Top O’ the World”: Bollinger, back jacket.
John Adair had arrived in Hayden on horseback: Janet Adair Ozbun, in History of Hayden & West Routt County, 126.
Their granddaughter recalled, “Survival was tough”: Audrey Galambos, e-mails, September 16–17, 2009. Galambos’s grandparents were Earl and Vella Rice.
Ultimately, over one and a half million homesteads were granted: The National Parks Service and the Homestead National Monument of America: http://www.nps.gov/home/historyculture/bynumbers.htm.
The Harrisons’ first ranch, between Hayden and Craig, had been a headquarters: Lewis Harrison, “Sketch of the Life,” 68; Jan Leslie, e-mail, February 12, 2010.
Ann took it upon herself to fight off the cattle barons’ “devouring invasion”: McClure, 97–106. As Jan Leslie put it in a January 20, 2010, e-mail, “It wasn’t her perceived role as a rustler that made her a heroine when she was acquitted—this was the classic western movie plot that pitted the small rancher against the powerful cattle baron.”
Nevertheless, the Harrisons shared with other Elkhead homesteaders: The Routt County Republican reported about Elkhead on May 31, 1912: “The land is unusually rich in the hills and valleys there and will produce wonderful crops. It is a wonder how that country is settling up.”
CHAPTER 10: TURNIPS AND TEARS
the stone was streaked, as if, one Routt County resident said, by the paintbrushes of God: Paul Bonnifield, e-mail, July 7, 2010.
The entire field was estimated to be eight square miles: Ninth Biennial Report of the Inspector of Coal Mines, State of Colorado 1889–1900, 87–88.
“You didn’t want to build a little wooden shack there”: Ferry Carpenter, interview by Belle Zars, August 12, 1973.
“All the windows were made big, and all the light came in over the child’s shoulders”: Ibid.
One of Ros’s ninth-graders, Leila Ferguson, had come west with her family: Richard Ferguson, in History of Hayden & West Routt County, 179.
“We had brand-new desks”: Leila Ferguson Ault, interview by Zars, July 16, 1973.
“That consolidated point”: Carpenter, interview by Zars.
He admired the teachers as “good sports from start to finish”: Frank Harrison, Jr., interview by Zars, July 18, 1973.
“Mrs. Harrison told me she couldn’t say which one she liked best”: Letter dated August 29, 1916.
he “gave a demonstration in corn bread making”: Routt County Republican, February 7, 1917.
In class, Rudolph Morsbach, age ten: Rudolph’s classmates also were amused by his comments in class. The graduates of the class of 1920 wrote in their yearbook, “Rudolph was telling a story in English class, of an accident which happened to a couple of deer-hunters. He was getting along nicely with his story, until he came to the most important part—when he became mixed and said: ‘After the man was shot, his partner built a fire, but, it was so cold that the wounded man froze to death. Then he got a pair of skis and went to find help!’ ”
He asked whether he could set up an account: Farrington R. Carpenter to Harrick’s bookstore, October 26, 1916.
“and four-year-old Herbie didn’t survive”: “Death of Herbie Jones,” Routt County Republican, August 19, 1910.
As Carpenter recalled, he and Mrs. Murphy: Confessions, 79–80.
Minnie’s granddaughter Penny Turon told me that many decades later, the Jones family had a reunion in Elkhead on the schoolhouse steps. They went to the site of the old homestead, and looked for Herbie’s gravesite, but it had disappeared under the grass.
CHAPTER 11: THE MAD LADIES OF STRAWBERRY PARK
A couple of Swedish descent who had arrived from Nebraska in 1909: Christy Fredrickson, in History of Hayden & West Routt County, 182.
One of its maxims was “A customer is not a cold statistic”: Lockhart, 18.
A & G. Wither Mercantile offered everything: Dorothy Wither in “Everything Seemed to Center Around the Railroad,” Three Wire Winter, 20th Issue, Spring 1985.
The town’s founding father: James Crawford, “Steamboat Springs: The Promised Land,” 1923 interview with Thomas F. Dawson, Colorado State Historical Society, in Frontier Magazine, April 2000.
Mrs. Peck, formerly Emma Hull, first taught school: “Some Notes on the Life of Emma Hull Peck and Her Work in Routt Co., As Told to an Inquiring Reporter,” April 13 and 27, 1984; “Emma Peck Dies; Was Pioneer in Routt County: Did Much to Develop Schools in This Section,” paper unknown, in Tread of Pioneers Museum. “Story of Routt County Schools Is the Story of Emma Peck,” Steamboat Pilot, 1959.
She liked to tell a story: Ibid.
A reporter made the same observation a century later: Ibid.
As one friend described her: T. Ray Faulkner, letter, July 27, 2010.
The first performing-arts camp in the country: Tricia Henry, “Perry-Mansfield School of Dance and Theatre,” Dance Research: The Journal of the Society for Dance Research, vol. 8, no. 2 (Autumn 1990), 49-68.
When she told her parents that she and Portia: “A Divine Madness,” 1979 documentary on the Perry-Mansfield Performing Arts School & Camp.
but Lottie, more indulgent and open-minded: Pam Wheaton, “Charlotte Perry—Grand Lady of Theatre,” Steamboat Pilot, September 18, 1975.
Charlotte gave Bible lessons and taught basketball: Lucile Bogue, Dancers on Horseback, 42–43.
“He told us to soak the potatoes in grease, over-cook the meat”: Portia Mansfield, “Charlotte Perry Honored,” Steamboat Pilot, September 24, 1970.
In Omaha, she saw Anna Pavlova . . . in The Dying Swan: Bogue, Dancers, 30–31.
She was also strongly influenced by Sergei Diaghilev: Ibid., 39. Diaghilev hired the best choreographers, dancers, and composers in Europe. Stravinsky, Debussy, and Ravel wrote ballet scores for him; Picasso designed his sets. Portia went on to study dance in Paris and Milan as well as Chicago and New York, where she worked with Mikhail Mordkin.
Portia borrowed from many art forms: Ibid., 31, 34.
“She grew straight and had never been twisted”: Ibid., 44.
In coming years, the camp became nationally known: Portia filmed some of the early dances. Her films are now part of the collection of the Perry-Mansfield Camp at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.
CHAPTER 12: DEBUT
Ferry wrote more graphically: Confessions, 84.
said that it was the fastest music he had ever “stepped to”: August 16, 1916.
“young fellows with tail feathers blooming”: Frank Harrison, Jr., interview by Zars, July 18, 1973.
Lefty had proved that Colorado: Flynn’s bride didn’t like ranch life; nor, it turned out, did he. He ended up in Hollywood, acting in and directing westerns, finding himself well suited to perpetuating a vision of the West that Americans wanted to believe in. He also, reportedly, became close to F. Scott Fitzgerald and his daughter Scotty, who visited him after he moved to South Carolina (“Maurice Flynn Heads for Hollywood . . . and back . . . and back,” Craig Daily Press, May 10, 2008).
always “shaved and barbered to a hair”: “Tribute to Sam Perry Is Paid by Annie Laurie,” Denver Post, July 29, 1929.
“Wilson’s life sunk into the lives of many people who were fortunate enuf to know”: Carpenter, letter to Henry Bragdon, November 29, 1967, Woodrow Wilson Collection, Princeton University.
“You know, after the frost had hit this country, we never thought anything about those quakers”: Frank Harrison, Jr., interview by Zars.
CHAPTER 13: THE CREAM OF ROUTT COUNTY
In 1916 workdays for the miners: Paul Bonnifield, e-mail, September 4, 2010.
was built “to meet the needs of the men who dug the coal”: Bonnifield, “Oak Creek,” 3.
“Man Beats Aged Miner”: Oak Creek Times, September 30, 1915.
“Mexican Meets Death by Severe Blow in Abdomen”: Ibid., April 20 1917.
“Harry Gray . . . A Rope Rider”: Ibid., July 26, 1917.
In June 1917 a young woman was attacked: “Italian Resident Shoots Greek Who Attacks Wife,” Ibid., June 22, 1917.
In 1902 Moffat’s railway company: Black, 256.
four years later, it was bigger than Steamboat Springs: Oak Creek Times, October 13, 1912.
A sign was erected on the road heading south: Bonnifield, e-mail, June 28, 2010.
featuring a photograph of a wooden coal car loaded with blocks of coal the size of boulders: Photo courtesy of Kennard Perry, Ros’s son.
But miners were paid in scrip: Bonnifield, e-mail, December 29, 2010.
as they carried powder, caps, and fuses: Interview with Bonnifield, Oak Hills, June 14, 2010.
Although the company was known to be “one of the most careful and considerate”: “Five Killed in Explosion at Perry Mine Last Saturday,” Oak Creek Times, February 19, 1921.
The Moffat Coal Company hired experienced shot-firers to place the explosives: Interview with Mike Yurich at Tracks and Trails Museum, Oak Creek, July 3, 2009.
“it threw cars, rails, and the tipple”: Annual Report of the Colorado Coal Mine Inspection Department, 1921.
In 1910, when the miners in a coalfield: “A Strike Is on at the Perry Coal Mine,” Routt County Republican, July 1, 1910.
Baldwin was notorious: Martelle, Blood Passion, 95.
In Oak Hills, for a short time: Bonnifield, “Oak Creek,” 4–6.
“First we have to think about production”: Earnest “Dude” Todd, interviewed by Bonnifield, April 6, 1978.
Todd worked for Bob Perry and subsequently served as the town manager of Oak Creek for eleven years. Bob helped him resolve disputes when he could. In an e-mail on June 24, 2010, Bonnifield wrote: “The town of Oak Creek was controlled by Andy Black, who ran the gambling, drinking, and prostitution. Earlier, Dude saw Andy shoot a man. Yet he successfully challenged Andy on many issues. The only way that Dude could have succeeded was with the unflinching support of someone out of sight. That person had to be Bob Perry. There is no other person with the power, the personal courage, or sense of fair play.”
They passed the shower rooms, the mess hall, and the mine office: This description of the Oak Hills mines and the workers’ jobs was derived from e-mails and interviews with Yurich and Bonnifield between July 2009 and December 2010.
CHAPTER 14: “UNARMED AND DEFENSELESS”
The previous Wednesday, October 4: The details of Bob’s kidnapping were reconstructed from the records of the district court, Routt County, Colorado, filed November 24, 1916, January 3, 1917, and February 17, 1917, and from contemporaneous newspaper articles and letters.
“Wearing a heavy flannel shirt and chaps”: Denver Post, October 8, 1916.
One year she returned: “Bear Cub Captured as Trophy of Hunt by Marjorie Perry.” From Marjorie Perry’s scrapbook, newspaper and date unknown.
(As an older woman, when her two favorite dogs died): Interview with Kennard Perry, June 10, 2010.
“Denver society girl and experienced bear hunter”: “Miss Perry Heading Posse for Kidnaper” Denver Post, October 8, 1916.
as an item in the Oak Creek Times put it: “Does Not Want Bandit in Oak Creek Cemetery,” October 10, 1916.
and went on, “I presume you know it, that the town is against to me”: Letter from John Frangowlakis to R. M. Perry, Oak Creek, October 11, 1916.
The next day the Oak Creek Times reported: “One Kidnaper of Robt. M. Perry Dead and Others in Jail,” October 12, 1916.
“The Greek greeted Bob with a smile”: Confessions, 86.
knifed to death: Interview with Mike Yurich, July 3, 2009.
CHAPTER 15: “THE DARK DAYS ARE VERY FEW”
Dr. D. L. Whittaker, the new doctor in Hayden: Zars, e-mail, October 4, 2010.
Ros’s mother spoke at a monthly meeting of the King’s Daughters: “Colorado Mountain School, Where Miss Underwood Teaches, Described,” Auburn Citizen, December 1, 1916.
Robin Robinson’s father mined the anthracite coal on the hillside: Interview with Bobbie Robinson, Robin’s son, December 9, 2010.
the choice of grades: From an Elkhead report card of 1918–19; Zars, e-mail, October 4, 2010.
There were very few deer and elk at the time: Penny Howe, e-mail, November 6, 2010.
“That school lunch at noon was about the greatest thing in our lives”: Bobbie [Robin] Robinson, “In Memory of Rosamond Underwood Carpenter.”
Soon after Thanksgiving: Maddeningly, Ros or her mother must have removed the letter she sent about her engagement. Her collection of correspondence contains only her family’s response to it, and an anguished letter from the New York lawyer Billy, who had hoped to marry her. He wrote that the news “sort of broke me up (to put it mildly),” and went on, “Now I must lock up in my heart the thoughts of the past years which have been the happiest of my life, come what may, no one will ever be equal to them. . . .” These letters were neatly bundled and tied with a red ribbon.
CHAPTER 16: THREE-WIRE WINTER
“In the morning there were always at least a dozen”: Manahna, 1920.
After leaving Chicago: Herbert P. White, interview with Farrington Carpenter, July 11, 1970, Denver Public Library.
In derailments on the Moffat Road, train cars sometimes: Dave Naples, e-mail, July 18, 2010.
Several years earlier, she had become friendly with Carl Howelson: Jean Wren, “The Gypsy Life & Loves of Marjorie Perry,” Steamboat Magazine, Winter/Spring 1991.
After learning of the Germans’ intention: Cooper, 357–89.
CHAPTER 17: COMMENCEMENT
“I fell in love with that beautiful country”: Dorothy Woodruff Hillman, letter to Belle Zars, August 20, 1973.
“one of the most attractive”: “Reception Given Former Auburn Girl in Denver,” Auburn Citizen, October 10, 1917.
she wrote to her sister-in-law, “I think the chief joy in the whole situation”: Letter from Eunice Pleasant to Gertrude Pleasant, August 27, 1919.
woven rugs, baskets, clay modeling: Routt County Republican, May 28, 1920.
and Mrs. Harrison pointed out: Letter to Mrs. Underwood, June 10, 1920.
EPILOGUE
A century after Ferry chose the spot for his homestead, the view was virtually unchanged: There was one difference. A plume of white smoke rose in the distance, from the coal-fired power plant in Hayden. The Hayden Station is across the street from the Carpenter Ranch. Much as J. B. Dawson made way for the Moffat Road train tracks in front of his door, Ferry sold the land to the power plant, then owned by Colorado-Ute Electrical Utility, in September 1962. “He felt it represented progress, in the classic frontier sense,” Reed told me. In 1993, Reed was the lead attorney for the Sierra Club when it sued over air pollution violations at the plant in Hayden. In 1995, the court cited the plant for thousands of violations of the Clean Air Act. The EPA joined the action in 1996, and the owners of the plant settled, agreeing to major upgrades. The air in the valley is much cleaner now: emissions of sulfur dioxide from the plant have dropped by 85 percent, particulate matter by 70 percent, and nitrogen oxides by 50 percent.
He hung a white sign at the end of the driveway: The Carpenter Ranch was sold in 1996 to the Nature Conservancy, which runs it as a working ranch and a research and education center.
Cattle arriving in Denver from Routt County: Cows, Cattle, and Commerce: 100 Years of the Railroad in Steamboat Springs, Tread of Pioneers exhibition, June 8, 2007–May 9, 2008.
The homesteaders were paid well during the Great War: Zars, 74.
“Something had to give”: Lewis Harrison, “Sketch of the Life,” 73–75.
Roosevelt was impressed, writing to Ickes: Hubbard, “Butting Heads,” 22–31.
Another was Isadore Bolten: Sylvia Beeler, “County Profile: Isadore Bolton, the West’s Outstanding Stockman,” first of a series in the Daily Press, January 23, 1974.
one of the largest singly owned tracts: Ibid., January 28, 1974; February 5, 1974; February 14, 1985.
“There was nothing for me in Russia”: “Isadore Bolten Dies of Heart Failure in Rawlins Home,” Rawlins Daily Times, February 17, 1951; “Bolton died at 66 after an Horatio Alger Life,” first of a series in the Daily Press, September 2, 1993.
Other early businesses also went under: Still, in recent years, the city has had a renaissance in some quarters. In 2009 the heavy-metal band Manowar rented space in the Button Works’ early brick building on Logan Street. By the time I got there to look around, carpenters and electricians were at work turning the abandoned factory into condos.
Ros’s comments in the reunion book: Smith College, Class of 1909 Reunion Book, June 1934, Smith College Archives.
Oak Creek’s depot, a former headquarters for the Moffat Road: Mike Yurich e-mail, November 9, 2010.
In the summer of 1960, her great-nephew arrived from Auburn: Chuck Underwood Kruger, e-mail, July 17, 2009.
A no-trespassing sign was posted: Eunice Carpenter, “On Thinking It Over: The Passing of the Elkhead School,” Routt County Republican, October 19, 1938.
“Ros joins me in sending love”: In a letter to my mother three years later, in shakier handwriting, Ferry wrote about Dorothy, “She & I have a bond that never gets weaker—I guess it’s the joint venture we both partook of & whose echoes never died out.
“I’ve undertaken to write an autobiography—not just a series of happenings & events, but of what kind of ride you are in for, when you’re willing & anxious to get into the battle & try to make it conform to your ideals even tho they may not be 100% right.
“Good bye, dear, as time rolls on we become more & more family. With love, Ferry.”
her “great friend,” as she invariably referred to her: Dorothy died five years later, on May 13, 1979. On her ninety-second birthday, her son Douglas thanked her for handing down a good set of genes. She replied, “Douglas, you are welcome. I only wish it could have been something a little more tangible!” (From Douglas Hillman’s remarks at Dorothy’s memorial service at St. Mark’s Episcopal Church in Grand Rapids.)
The windows were covered with yellowing paper that was designed to resemble stained glass: Jan Leslie, e-mail, February 9, 2010.
At a time when only 10 to 15 percent of students in the country: U.S. Commissioner of Education, Annual Report 1915, Washington, D.C.: 1915, quoted in Zars, 44.
“They really and truly had the interests of the children at heart”: Ault interview by Zars.
Several of Ros’s and Dorothy’s former pupils spoke: “In Memory of Rosamond Underwood Carpenter.”
Ferry had arranged the service, and presided with his usual aplomb. He lived to the age of ninety-four, working on the ranch until the end. He died in his bed on December 12, 1980. His three children were there, and his son Ed swore that his last words were “Do you want to hear a story?”
drove up from Strawberry Park with their new dance teacher, thirty-year-old Agnes de Mille: Lucile Bogue interviewed Portia and Charlotte about the square dance, which Bogue describes as taking place at a country schoolhouse on a mountain behind Hayden. The school, undoubtedly, was Elkhead. I evoke the scene as Charlotte described it to Bogue, Dancers, 82–83. Charlotte later recalled that when she and Portia saw Rodeo performed in New York, “we thought we caught overtones of this joyous outburst.” Ingrid Matson Wekerle, “Charlotte Perry, in Loving Memory, December 21, 1889–October 28, 1983,” 8.
among them Merce Cunningham and John Cage: Silverman, 64.
Bogue writes that “Cage inserted nails and paper in the piano strings,” shocking even Portia and Charlotte with his innovations. That year Cunningham, still relatively unknown, headed the dance department. Portia said, “ ‘The girls liked him, although his defiance against the normal basic rhythms of dance shook them up a good deal. He was a severe teacher.’ ” Bogue, Dancers, 105–6.
In the late 1920s, over three summers, Ferry Carpenter had taken his young nephew Richard Pleasant: By all accounts, Pleasant was a shy, awkward teenager. Carpenter had no use for him on the ranch, but encouraged him to spend time at the camp and helped him get into Princeton. Pleasant and Lucia Chase started American Ballet Theatre in 1940. Ibid.,126–27.
Ferry’s son Willis told me that even though Ferry showed little interest in Pleasant around the ranch, Richard worshipped Ferry and left everything in his will to him. “Dad went to NYC,” Willis wrote in an e-mail on July 6, 2010. “Cleaned out Richard’s apartment in one weekend, selling everything (including valuable art pieces) to a junk dealer for a pittance, and came home with only a huge load of Navajo blankets (the only items of ‘value’ in Dad’s estimation). Dad took great pride in his efficiency as an executor!”
The graduates of 1920 described: They also wrote, in their foreword: “Manahna is an Indian word meaning ‘The Years.’ We have chosen it as the name for our book, because this is, not merely the history of our senior year, but the story of our school; of our hardships and our pleasures, our organizations and our classes—in fact, the history of our life during the four pleasant years that we have spent at Elk Head.”
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