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The Chrisman sisters are shown outside their Nebraska sod house in 1886. Lizzie Chrisman filed the first of the 
sisters' homestead claims in 1887. Lutie Chrisman filed the following year. The other two sisters, Jennie Ruth and 
Hattie, had to wait until they came of age to file, in 1892. They are among the thousands of homesteaders who 
moved west in the late 1800s and set up housekeeping with the only natural resource the Great Plains had in 
abundance: sod. (AP file / Courtesy of the Nebraska State Historical Society)
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Pioneer Women

Pionner Women 

Thanks to Western movies and popular novels, stereotypes come 
easily to mind when you think of women of the early West. 

There's the saint in the sunbonnet, the soiled dove, the schoolmarm 
and the rancher's daughter. Or maybe you remember dramatic 
figures like the Lewis and Clark guide Sacajawea, or Calamity Jane 
of the perfect aim. But there's a group of gutsy women that's seldom 
acknowledged, let alone recognized: single woman homesteaders. 

Historians estimate that about 12 percent of homesteaders in 
Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, North and South Dakota, and Utah 
were single women. 

Lured by the Homestead Act, which gave any 21-year-old who 
headed a household the right to homestead federal land, 
independent women crossed the country to become landowners. By 
the early 1900s, a woman could load her belongings on a train and in 
several days make a trip that once took months. When she arrived, a 
land-locator took her by wagon or Model T to find her claim. 
Revisions in 1909 and 1912 in the Homestead Act also reduced the 
amount of time needed to "prove up," and they doubled the amount 
of land that could be claimed. 

Florence Blake Smith, a Chicago bookkeeper, writes that she 
learned about homesteading from a friend just before he set out for 
Wyoming. Her response: "If he could do it, I could, too." She worked 
winters back in Chicago to earn enough to support her required 
seven months on the claim, but never gave up until the land was 
hers. Her success was typical; research shows that women 
homesteaders were as apt to succeed as men. 

Another Chicagoan, Nellie Burgess, 31, said she was persuaded by 
"the call of the outdoors" to give up her reporter's job to file a claim 
in Idaho near the Snake River. She proved up her claim while also 
becoming a proficient hunter, gardener and fisherwoman. 

Helen Coburn dropped out of college to homestead in Wyoming with 
a girlfriend. They filed on adjoining land and shared a claim shack 
that straddled their property line. Helen was Worland's first 
schoolteacher until Ashby Howell, owner of the town's general store, 
courted and wed her. 
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Julia Stockton stands in front of her tar-paper homesteading shack in this photo taken in the early 1900s. Decades 
later, Rene Graff of Aberdeen, S.D., found letters written by Stockton to a friend, Anna Kittleson, who lived in 
Aberdeen. The letters had been forgotten in the attic of Graff's home, part of which was built in the 1890s, until 
found by a contractor. The letters vividly describe Stockton's life during the era of homesteading. (AP file / Courtesy 
of Patience Hillus via the Billings Gazette)
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But many women relished their single life. 

Alice Newberry found that out while cooking for a hired hand and 
teaching in a country school in eastern Colorado. Marriage seemed 
unattractive, she wrote to her mother, because "cooking three meals 
a day, 365 days a year for the term of my natural life, is more than I 
can face." 

A South Dakota homesteader told a Colliers reporter that her life had 
seemed empty when she lived in a spacious house. "Now I have my 
10x12 house, my yellow land and my freedom, and I think that life 
contains everything." 

Women homesteaders were not necessarily fresh young things. 

In 1912, 47-year-old divorcee Geraldine Lucas homesteaded 160 
acres at the base of the Grand Teton in Wyoming, and incidentally, 
became the second woman to climb its peak. 

Widows also saw homesteading as a way to support their families. 
Elinore Pruitt Stewart is perhaps the best known, because letters 
she wrote to her former employer in Denver were published in the 
Atlantic Monthly and then in a book, "Letters of a Woman 
Homesteader." 

In the early 20th century, women back East talked earnestly of 
women's equality. In the West, single women homesteaders 
demonstrated it. 

Women showed they could take charge, instead of just following 
along; women could support themselves, taking risks in an 
unfamiliar world. It is probably no coincidence that the Western 
states were the first to grant women the right to vote. 

What did single women homesteaders prove by proving up their 
claims? 

Like the women honored this year by the National Women's History 
Project, they saw an opportunity and took it, leading the way for 
other women to do the same. 

Take, for instance, 2007 honoree Suzanne Lewis. She moved west 
from Florida to become the first female superintendent at Glacier 
National Park in Montana, and she is now the first woman to fill the 
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top job in Yellowstone National Park. Her success in a previously 
male-dominated profession suggests new possibilities for young 
women contemplating careers today, just as women homesteaders 
did for women 100 years ago. 
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