Gender East and West: Ormanville

In recent decades a good deal of attention has been focused on feminism and gender equality.  Indeed, much has been written by historians, sociologists, psychologists and others.  Though the specificity of the discourse frequently depends upon the perspective from which a particular monograph or contribution is written.  Sociologists, for example are want to describe the feminist movement in rather broad general terms.  Some  would point out  that feminists sought as early as 1840 to achieve woman’s suffrage and the right to divorce, but  that these efforts were largely unsuccessful.
  While it is true that not all efforts to bring about positive changes for women in the United States succeeded, discourse about such efforts under the heading of “feminist movement” is misleading.  Indeed, the Seneca Falls movement not withstanding, it is difficult to discern a singular, that is, a united feminist movement in the United States during the nineteenth century, at least not in the second half of the century.   Instead, I would argue,  efforts on behalf of women were shaped by regional considerations.  Moreover, rights were not always won as the result of feminist agitation as the extension of suffrage to women in Wyoming Territory in 1869 and in Utah Territory in 1870 point up.  That does not say, however, that feminist leaders did not work together or inspire movements in other regions of the country, or that legislative and judicial action in one part of the country did not influence such action in other parts of the country.  Nor does it mean that all women in the eastern parts of the country remained static on their roles.  It simply means that early successes for women were the sum total of local rather than national efforts.

Women were able to achieve victories in a number of areas in the West that they were not able win as readily in the East.  Though women in Utah were dealt a setback with the enactment of the Edmunds-Tucker Act which stripped women there of the right to vote in 1887; and  women in general were adversely affected by the enactment of the Federal Economy Act of 1932, which stipulated that if it was necessary to lay off personnel, married women were to be let go first; and   the enactment of federal wage codes which provided for lower wages for women than for men for the same job.
  It is also conceded that the greatest strides in the direction of gender equality were made after the enactment of the Equal Pay Act of 1963 and the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  Yet, to argue that woman’s suffrage in the United States was achieved solely with the adoption of the 19th Amendment to the constitution; and that the right to hold property, the achievement of  economic empowerment, and the enactment of liberal divorce laws came only during the 20th century as the result of a unilateral feminist movement tied to the temperance movement,  would be to refuse to acknowledge what a number of historians have been relating for well over a decade now.  Specifically, that women achieved rights to varying degrees during the latter part of the 19th century in states west of the Mississippi while their eastern counterparts remained to some degree encumbered by the vicissitudes of  a puritan patriarchal society. Eastern  women recognized that the 19th century west held out opportunities for them that they could not readily find at home.  In addition to the possibilities of owning land there was the opportunity to pursue teaching as a profession.   This afforded them the possibility of an independent income, a career, and a chance at independent living.  And New England missionaries saw in this an opportunity to civilize the west.  After all if women were more moral than men should they not exercise moral authority within society, and within a short time women established western classrooms as their rightful domain..  Yet once so established they concerned themselves less  with civilizing the West and more with carving out opportunities for other young women.  Teaching had become a profession for women rather than a prelude to marriage.

Treating the feminist movement as though it were a unified whole fails to take into account not only the east west division among feminists but also the stand taken by early 19th century Southern feminists who were not always supportive of the stands taken by their eastern counterparts.  Some who were sympathetic migrated to the east.  It is not my purpose here to make broad generalizations for these are neither easily supported nor do they serve our discourse well.  It is my purpose instead to narrow my discussion to the legal rights enjoyed by women in Iowa, relying in particular on the Ormanville community for relevant illustrations.  I would also argue that the advances in Iowa appear to fall within a larger regional pattern of positive institutional change, though time does not permit me here today to pursue a broader comparison, and in an effort to avoid engaging in generalizations of my own I will limit such comparisons as I do introduce  to but a very few.  By  positive institutional change I mean statutory provisions which differed a good deal from those of many of the states east of the Mississippi; and it denotes changes in statutory law which gradually granted increased rights to women in Iowa and other areas west of the Mississippi. Though this should not be taken to mean that some changes did not take place over time in the east.  Rhode Island for instance enacted women’s property rights laws in 1845 and New York followed suit in 1848.

Ormanville was at one time a thriving town, and the focal point of an equally thriving community located in Green Township, in Wapello County, Iowa.  At its height the town was able to boast upwards of twenty-five dwellings. It had three general stores, an inn which served as a stage coach stop, a post office, a saw and grist mill, a chair factory, and a public hall.  The community was served by a number of doctors, several midwives, at least two blacksmiths, a cobbler, a gunsmith, and a clock repair shop.  And from what one can tell the community at its inception can be characterized as family based, ethnically and religiously homogenous, tending towards subsistence agriculture, unidirectional, having low levels of literacy, early marriage, high levels of fertility, low infant mortality rate and long life spans.

Women in Ormanville and the rural West in general had a good deal in common with women in other parts of the country. There was a clear division of labor.  Though, women could be quite capable of assuming a man’s task when required.  They often worked along side the men in the fields, but the obverse could not be said, since men were, more often than not, unwilling to help with “domestic chores.” They were satisfied to work in the fields, build and maintain fences, cut trees, split rails, feed and care for livestock.  Women, in addition to helping with farm chores, made clothing for the entire household, and many a winter’s evening was taken up by this task.  If they produced flax,  owned a flax break and spinning wheel, as a number of women in the Ormanville vicinity did, they were spared the need to acquire linen at the local store.  If not they might purchase the needed amount of cloth on credit against the next year’s crop.  Whichever the case in Ormanville, little in terms of clothing was purchased in the finished state.  Records point up that for the most part purchases were limited to coats, hats, boots, and shoes.  Shirts, pants and undergarments, though were produced at home.  Some women were also adept at weaving, and indeed, many households contained looms and related equipment.  With these one could turn out a handsomely woven rug or blanket.  But more important women could earn money with their weaving.

There was little free time in the life of the Iowa frontier woman.  When not engaged in the tasks already enumerated she was confronted by a myriad of responsibilities which included cooking, baking and taking care of a brood of children, especially in and around Ormanville where some households contained as many as 17 children.  Among her tasks was doing the wash for the entire family.  This effort could take an entire day.  In addition women faced seasonal tasks such as planting a garden in the spring, harvesting its produce during the summer and early fall and canning it so that it could be enjoyed during the winter months.  Women contributed a great deal to the household economy, and in Ormanville, as in so many Western states, it was the extra income produced by women which made it possible for the family to survive the early years on a farmstead.  This description could, for the most part, apply to any number of communities in the old Northwest and South from where many of the original settlers of Ormanville came.

Yet the women who left  the old Northwest and South to settle in Iowa enjoyed a number of statutory rights not granted as freely in the older parts of the United States.   A perusal of the Code of 1851 for example enumerates the provisions under which a divorce could be obtained by a woman from her husband. The same provisions applied to a man seeking a divorce from his wife.
   Reasons for divorce included impotence of the husband at the time of marriage, bigamy, adultery, desertion, conviction of a felony, alcoholism, and such inhuman treatment as to endanger the life of one’s spouse.  Moreover, the code provided for the payment of alimony and the settlement of property issues once a dissolution of the marriage was granted.

Iowa did not stand alone in its liberal stance on divorce, Utah was noted for its liberal divorce laws, as was Indiana in the old Northwest.  At any rate, at a time when eastern women found it difficult to obtain a divorce and were pursuing the right to vote, equitable divorce laws, and other legal rights, Iowa domestic law appears to have already been well developed.  And women took advantage of that law.  In 1859 Catherine Benson, a one time resident of Ormanville, sued her husband Charles for divorce a year after they moved from Ormanville to Maryville, Iowa.  The reasons she gave the court were that he neglected her, failed to provide for the family, and that he committed adultery.  She even went so far as to name the women he allegedly had affairs with.  She argued that he was especially fond of women with bad reputations.  And she brought along a witness who could provide some testimony as to her husband’s fondness for women.  The witness, a former female student of her husband’s, claimed that Charles Benson had sought to entice her to his home while his wife was away and that he attempted to bribe her with two and one half dollars in gold.  According to her testimony she was not told  why he wanted her there, but she guessed that it could not have been with good intentions.  Catherine’s father also testified, claiming that he had to provide food, clothing, and even fire wood for his daughter and her children and that on one occasion he had to purchase her a pair of shoes so that she could go out in the snow.  The husband had in the meantime absconded.  Catherine Benson was granted her request for a divorce, and given custody of her children.
  In 1879 Elizabeth Orman sued her husband Martin for Divorce saying that he had turned to the bottle, and in general neglected her, a common reason for divorce in the surrounding county.
  Though a perusal of official court and other records indicate that it was not always the wife who sought the divorce.  Moreover, it points up that rural married women did not always see themselves bound by matrimonial restrictions regarding sexual conduct.  In 1881 David Orman sought a divorce from his wife Mary Frances, who at the time had left Iowa and taken up residence in Virginia City Nevada, where, according to Orman, she lived with another man where she was employed in a brothel.  She had apparently been unfaithful to her husband for some time.  During the divorce proceedings her brother testified that he had been staying with his sister and her husband and that one night while his brother in law was away, a neighbor, a Mr. Pitt, came to see his sister and that they spent the night together, though he could provide specific details about their behavior due to the fact that they were beneath the covers.
  And the Ottumwa Courier reported a story in 1881 concerning an extramarital affair near Ormanville, the reason it was reported was that it resulted in a gun duel between the seducer and the aggrieved party.
  It appears that some women enjoyed far more than the right to a divorce from a husband who had neglected them.

Another right enjoyed by women in Iowa and other parts of the west was that of property ownership.  One ought to note that a number of land grants awarded for Mexican War service were made to widows of veterans of that war.  And many did come to Iowa to take advantage of the federal land grants, in the same way that women later would avail themselves of the opportunities offered by the Homestead Act of 1862.   A perusal of land transactions in Wapello County between 1855 and 1899 points up that 11 women acquired property in and adjoining Ormanville.  And of the 16 town lots in the unincorporated town, 12 were at one time owned by women, and in only two of these cases was the property acquired as the result of inheritance.  In addition records reveal that in 1867 Mary Ann Hale joined Samuel Miller in purchasing David Orman’s 1/3 interest in the Saw and Grist Mill at Ormanville.  Under Iowa law women, married or single, were able to convey, encumber and control property to the same extent and in the same fashion as men.
   Married women were also given a certain degree of control over joint property in that a husband could not remove the family from their homestead  without his wife’s consent.
  This meant that the wife was required to relinquish her right of dower in order for such a property transfer to become effective.  And it should not be assumed that a woman could be easily coerced into validating such a transfer anymore than one ought to assume that she would stand in the way of such a transaction.  

Under Iowa law women were empowered in other ways as well.  A wife, for example, had the right to retain the wages she received for her personal labor.  She had the right to hold money in her own right and could prosecute or defend all actions to preserve and protect her rights and property.
  And if a husband deserted his wife, she was under Iowa law entitled to transact business as though unmarried, and the court was empowered, under such circumstances,  to assign the wife power of attorney over the husbands property.
  If a woman abandoned her family the husband was granted similar rights.  Family expenses and expenses relating to the education of children were chargeable to both the husband and wife and they could be sued separately or jointly in relation to such expenses.

Perhaps the most interesting provision in the code of 1851 and subsequently the Code of 1873 was the provision granting a woman the right to make contracts and incur liabilities to the same extent and in the same manner as if she were not married.
  And a perusal of records in Wapello County points up that Women did negotiate mortgages in order to finance land purchases.  An examination of land purchases in the Ormanville area though shows that financing was required in only one of  the instances where a woman purchased the property.  This moreover, appears to be characteristic of the community as a whole.  Between 1855 and 1895 over 115 property transactions took place, and of these, only 24 purchasers lacked the capital required to purchase the land outright.  Financing for such purchases was obtained in two ways, either by the execution of a mortgage between the purchaser and the seller, or the purchaser and a third party.  Of the former, one such arrangement involved Elisha Ashcraft who had purchased two lots from Catherine Benson and Charles Benson in 1856.  The Warranty Deed lists “Catherine Benson and Charles W. Benson, her husband,” as sellers yet, the mortgage contains only her name.  Available records clearly demonstrate that women in Ormanville and surrounding areas availed themselves of  their property rights as guaranteed under the law.  Beyond this there is evidence which points up that women also participated in land speculation.  In 1862, for instance, the Wapello County District Court ordered three lots in Ormanville belonging to Christian Dutenhoffer seized and offered for sale.  These lots were purchased by Mariah Reeves for a total of $14.50 and resold 4 years later for $250.00.

In addition to having a favorable status under property and family law women in Iowa had access to  professional opportunities as well.  Specifically, teaching school, or serving the community as a nurse/midwife.  Ormanville, had, as did many rural communities, several midwives who could be called upon to help an expectant mother through labor or to  provide other nursing duties as needed.  Midwives were not regulated as a profession in Iowa until 1886 when the 21st General Assembly made an allowance for “midwives who have obtained from the board of examiners a certificate permitting them to practice medicine, surgery, or obstetrics without a diploma from a medical school or examination by the board.”
  The procedure or requirements for obtaining a certificate was not included in the legislation.  Midwives served an apprenticeship of sorts to an experienced midwife and  usually did not begin to practice on their own until they were well into middle age and their own children were for the most part, grown.   They tended to be highly regarded by other members of the community and more often than not also served in some leadership capacity in the church.  The midwife did not attend all births in the Ormanville community were attended by the midwife but her services were  accessible and available to those who preferred her presence, or those who were modest.  Moreover, one could generally save money by calling on the midwife instead of the doctor who usually charged $5.00 for his services.  One can not state conclusively that she never charged a fee, but it would appear that in the case of close friends and family the service would be rendered at no cost.  Indeed a good many of the births attended to by Joannah Orman were those of family members.   There were some women who preferred to be attended by Dr. Torrence who delivered a fair number of infants.  In September of 1887, for example, he delivered 17 infants, 2 of which, including his own son, were delivered on September 12.

A number of the women utilized the services of both Joannah Orman and  Dr. Torrence’s, but a comparison of the latter’s day book and the birth records completed by Joannah Orman reveals that they worked independently of one another.  Only on one occasion did both attend to the same patient together.  There were some doctors who held that one attendant was really all that was needed, “although the presence of one other person (the Husband) should not be objected to.”
  Torrence’s records also reveal that in a large number of the deliveries attended to by Joannah Orman there was no follow up by the doctor.  Orman appears to have been a capable practitioner.  Midwives performed other nursing duties and from available records it does not appear that the community was wanting for medical attention.    Impressive as well is the fact that women had access to regular medical attention and took full advantage of those services.  And those who could not pay for the services of a physician received those services at county expense.

When one examines the doctor’s ledgers and county records it becomes evident that women and for that matter other members of the community enjoyed relatively good health.  Members of the community tended to live into their sixties and seventies and in several cases the mid to high eighties.  Women also had a high number of progeny, and the infant mortality rate, with the exception of the Blystone family, could not be considered high. 

As noted earlier women also had the opportunity to serve as school teachers and many young women did.  Prior to 1900 as many men as women tended to serve in the role of teacher, but after the turn of the century women tended to outnumber the men in the teaching profession in Wapello County.  This seems to part of a larger pattern in the west.  Teaching, as Richard White states,  “allowed young women to become independent, if poorly paid professionals at a time when other professions remained closed to them”

In Iowa women were permitted to hold certain  public offices, they could, for example, run for recorder (1878),
 county superintendent (1876),
 school officer(1876), or school board member.
  Though women were still barred from voting in all but city, town, and school district elections, and in these they were permitted to cast a vote only if the issuance of bonds for municipal or school purposes; the question of borrowing money; or the question of increasing taxes was being considered.  As of this writing I have not been able to determine to what degree if any women availed themselves of the opportunity to seek the office of county recorder.  It is not known why the legislature was moved to extend the right to office to women for the office of recorder, but the election of  a woman to the office of Superintendent of common schools in Warren county  in 1875 prompted the 16th General Assembly to enact provisions regarding the latter offices.   The right to hold school office was not limited to Iowa but had already  been granted to women in Massachusetts.  The legislature there had put the question of eligibility to the State Supreme Court which could not find any constitutional provision barring women from holding such office.
  The Iowa Supreme Court, noting that the Iowa Constitution did not differ greatly from that of Massachusetts, ruled in 1876 that women could indeed hold the office of Superintendent of Common Schools in the State of Iowa.  The election in Warren county had resulted in a court challenge by the individual who lost in the general election.  The circuit court ruled that women were not qualified to hold the office. In the meantime the Iowa legislature had enacted a provision  which took effect on March 17, 1876 granting women the right to hold such elected office.  The Iowa Supreme Court, as previously noted, ruled in favor of the defendant, Mrs. Cook.
  Women did serve on school boards in Wapello County School districts and  others in the state of Iowa where they played a significant role in education much as they did in other areas of the West.  

Yet women in Iowa were still limited to voting in local elections and then only where money was an issue while in other areas of the West women had or were in the process of obtaining the right to vote.  They had been granted the right to vote in Wyoming in 1869, in Utah in 1879, in Colorado in 1893, and in Idaho in 1896, and between 1910 and 1914 they had secured the vote in Washington, California, Arizona, Kansas, Oregon, Montana, and Nebraska respectively.
  The fact that Iowa did not extend full suffrage to women when other western states did remains somewhat of an enigma considering that early legislatures had provided for the economic and legal empowerment of women.  And when one considers the fact that Iowa went dry in 1882, one would expect the extension of suffrage to women to have followed the closing of the saloon, particularly  since temperance and suffrage tended to be linked.  The republican legislature had turned the state dry only to have its efforts frustrated by the State Supreme Court.
  Yet the legislature had steadfastly, beginning in 1867, refused to extend the franchise to women.
  One rational used by the Republicans who dominated the Legislature was that eastern suffragettes  advocated free love.   In  the East the linkage of temperance with women’s suffrage, to Abigail Duniway’s thinking, resulted in the defeat of woman’ suffrage there, in the West with the exception of Washington and California voters did not link the two issues, at least not before 1910.   When the Iowa legislature placed a  votes for women amendment before the voters in 1914 and  1916  it failed to pass by a mere 10,341 votes.  Suffrage and temperance had by this time, thanks to the efforts of liquor interests, become inextricably linked in the minds of anti-prohibitionist voters especially among  the large German immigrant population in Scott, Dubuque, Clinton, and Des Moines County.
  

The prohibition movement in Iowa had by this time lost its momentum, thanks in part, to the passage of the Mulct Law under which a saloon keeper was required to pay an annual tax of $600.00 to obtain a permit to sell intoxicating liquor.  The payment could be made in quarterly installments, but woe to the poor purveyor of alcohol who was delinquent, for after one month  of delinquency he was assessed a fine of twenty percent of the required installment added to the principle and additional one percent of that amount for every month that it was delinquent thereafter. Moreover, the County Treasurer could in case of delinquency seize the premises and offer it for sale to the highest bidder at the next semiannual tax sale to recover the taxes due. 
  Beyond that municipalities were granted the right to levy and collect additional taxes and to adopt ordinances for the purpose of protecting property and preserving the peace.

In  cities and towns with less than  5,000 inhabitants a petition containing the signatures of sixty percent of the legal voters who had voted in the last preceding general election had to be submitted requesting the authorization of saloons within corporate limits.  Beyond that saloon owners were bound by strict guidelines, the violation of any of these would result in  the revocation of the operator’s license.  Among these were that the place should be conducted in an orderly and quiet manner, that it contain no obscene pictures, that no females be employed in the place, and that minors and drunkards not be allowed on the premises.  The upshot of the law was that it provided sufficient regulation including local option to slow the sale of liquor in Iowa.  The urgency for temperance somehow seemed to have abated.

The institutional changes regarding  women in Iowa and in the west as a whole seem at times to defy explanation, they are indeed something of a mystery.  One  has to forego the temptation to anachronistically label 19th century Iowa or the West for that matter as progressive.   In Iowa and in other parts of the West peculiar local conditions required that women have the ability to conduct business in their own right.  Farmers frequently had to augment their income with jobs in nearby towns; others left to for the gold fields or silver mines, some never to return.  Frontier conditions therefore not only imbued women with an independent spirit but  necessitated that they be able to act independently as well.  Moreover the puritan imprint still present in New England was noticeably absent in the west were  Methodists, Lutherans, Catholics and a hodgepodge of Protestant denominations were found in abundance instead.  Here pragmatism had subordinated religion to the secular demands of society.  One is tempted to argue that feminism came of age in the West.  Perhaps Frederick Jackson Turner was not too far off the mark when he stated that the “peculiarity of the American institutions is, the fact that they have been compelled to adapt themselves to the changes of an expanding people.”
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