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Charles L. Wood was a son of the Great 
Plains and its agricultural heritage. Born 
into a farm family in Hemingsford, Ne
braska, Chuck Wood was educated at St. 
Benedict's College in Atchinson, Kansas, 
and at the University of Kansas, where he 
earned his M.A. and Ph.D. degrees in 
American history under the tutelage of 
Professors George L. Anderson and John 
G. Clark. Between 1963 and 1970 and again 
from 197 4 to 197 6, he served on the faculty 
of Hayden High School in Topeka. 
Chuck joined the history faculty at Texas 
Tech University in 1976, where he taught 
agricultural history until his sudden death 
at the age of 44 in 1981. Although his stay 
with us was brief, Chuck communicated his 
deep affection for the land and people of 
the Plains and energetically pursued his 
research on cattle ranching in the West. 
His articles on the range and cattle industry 
appeared in the Kansas Historical Quar
terly and the Journal of the West, and in 
1980 his monograph The Kansas Beef 
Industry was published by the Regents 
Press of Kansas. An Associate of the 
International Center for Arid and Semiarid 
Land Studies at Texas Tech, Chuck Wood 
had begun to research the ranching 
industry in West Texas at the time of his 
death. Chuck's enthusiasm for his subject, 
his dedication to good teaching and careful 
scholarship, and his kind and gentle 
manner touched students and colleagues 
alike. Both agricultural history and Texas 
Tech are richer for the work of Charles L. 
Wood. 

Joseph E. King 
Department of History 
Texas Tech University 



IN1RODUCTION 

Joan M. Jensen studied at the University 
of California, Los Angeles, earning a 
bachelor's degree in 1957 and her Ph.D. in 
1962. She taught at United States Interna
tional University from 1962 to 1971. She 
then left teaching to farm in Colorado, 
where she learned the rural skills that 
became the focus of much of her later 
research. 

In 1976, Jensen joined the faculty of 
New Mexico State University. At New 
Mexico State, Jensen chaired the History 
Department ( 1982-1987) and directed the 
Women'sStudiesProgram(l989-l992). 
Professor Jensen also has chaired the 
American Historical Association?s 
Committee on Women Historians, served 
on the Executive Board of the Organization 
of American Historians, on the Editorial 
Board of the "Pacific Historical Review," 
and served as president of the Agricultural 
History Society. Professor Jensen retired 
from New Mexico State in 1994. 

Professor Jensen has written or edited 
11 books and numerous articles on a wide 
range of subjects. Two recent books, 
"Army Survellance in America, 177 5-
1950" (1991) and "Passage from India: 
Asian Indian Immigrants in North 
America" (l 988), grew out of her early 
research on internal security and civil 
liberties during World War I. Professor 
Jensen's most important contribution has 
been her pioneering work on antebellum 
rural women. Though in the majority, rural 
women had been ignored in accounts 
focusing on mill girls and "true" women, 
whose lives seemed emblematic of 
antebellum economic and cultural change. 

Jensen's prize winning book, "Loos
ening the Bonds: Mid-Atlantic Farm 
Women, 17 50-1850" ( 1986), reconstructs 
the role of rural women in both the public 
and private spheres. By examining wills, 
household inventories, church records 
and the chums and other tools of house
wives, Jensen demonstrated that women 
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and their work were at the heart of not only 
the household and reproductive econo
mies, but also the market economy of rural 
Pennsylvania. 

In her Wood Lecture, Where Are All 
the Rural Women in Texas, Professor 
Jensen summons students of Texas history 
to examine the roles women played in the 
development of the state. Surveying what 
has been published about Texas women, 
she calls for a move from the biographies 
and autobiographies which document the 
presence of women to more sophisticated 
historical analyses that consider the family, 
economic and creative lives of rural 
women. Examining the important but 
neglected work of Ruth Allen, an econo
mist who surveyed women in Texas' cotton 
regions of the late 1920s, Jensen suggests 
that historians have neglected rural women 
because of the myths and romanticism 
attached to the history of the West, the 
history of work and the place of women. 

The following served as members of 
the 1993-94 Wood Lecture Committee: Idris 
Rhea Traylor Jr., Office of International 
Affairs, (chairman); Marvin Cepica, 
Agricultural Sciences and Natural Re
sources; Paul Carlson, history; Joe King, 
history; Mark Friedberger, history; David 
Murrah, Southwest Collection; and Sonia 
Washington, International Center for Arid 
and Semiarid Land Studies. 

Sponsors of the 1994 lecture were the 
International Center for Arid and Semiarid 
Land Studies; Office of International Affairs; 
Department of History; College of Agricul
tural Sciences and Natural Resources; West 
Texas Museum Association; Ranching Heri
tage Association Support Group to the Texas 
Tech University Museum and Ranching Heri
tage Center; Southwest Collection; Hank 
Smith Historical Retreat; College of Arts and 
Sciences; University Honors Program and 
the Museum of Texas Tech University. 

M. Catherine Miller 
Department of History 
Texas Tech University 



Where Are All the Rural Women in Texas? 

JOAN M. JENSEN 

Let me answer the question right away. The 
rural women in Texas are where they always 
have been - in the fields, on horseback, in 
homes, in stores, making quilts and other arts, 
surviving, and sometimes flourishing. We 
tend to think of rural Texas like we do rural 
America, as a vanishing culture.Yet in Texas, 
as in other parts of the United States, one 
quarter of the people still live in rural settle
ments - from farms in open country to small 
rural settlement complexes clustered around 
a highway where businesses and factories 
serve and are serviced by rural populations 
which live in communities off ewer than 2,500 
people. 

The women who live in these areas of 
Texas today are the descendants of the many 
ethnic pioneers who settled these lands. Look
ing atwhere Texas women have been in Texas 
history is a way to understand where and 
what they are today, and it is a way to under
stand why historians and non-historians alike 
have such a problem finding rural women. 
They are in rural areas and they always have 
been. 

Why then is it so difficult to get beyond 
mothers and grandmothers, biography and 
autobiography, to a larger understanding of 
rural women' s history? I hope that this out
sider's view (meaning not Texan) will give 
you some ideas about this absence from the 
historical record and challenge you to fix it. 

I want to start with an anecdote, one 
about a woman in the cattle country. This 
woman was not a Texan, but she can stand as 
an exemplar of rural women. Atthe last West
ern History Association conference, I lis
tened to a historian lament her problems in 
writing the history of Western ranch women. 
She had sought out families to tell the stories 
of their mothers and grandmothers, but she 
also searched for letters and documents that 
could stand with the accounts, and give the 

type of documentary base to her history that 
all historians value. One rancher recounted 
how his mother had run the ranch after his 
father died, how she did everything from 
raising the children to passing on the ranch. 
He showed this historian letters his mother 
had written telling of all of her work in great 
detail. 

The historian was fairly drooling to get 
copies of these letters. The rancher read from 
them and even let the historian touch the 
letters. This researcher always took a re
corder and a photocopier with her on these 
long jaunts into the countryside. These let
ters were going to be her prize. They were 
exactly the type of letters she needed to 
document the work of ranch women. 

The rancher freely let her photocopy all 
of the other materials he had. However, when 
they came to his mother' s letters, he refused 
to let her copy them. When the historian 
asked why not, he explained that it would not 
be "becoming" to let people know all the 
work his mother did. Therefore we got the 
story about the letters but not the letters 
themselves, which were the woman's own 
words about her work. 

Does our concept of what is "becom
ing" interfere with what we know of rural 
women? The answer to that is also, surely, 
yes: When I say "not becoming", I do not 
mean sexual activities. It seems ironic - no 
more than that, appalling - that in Ruth 
Winegarten' s Finder's Guide to the Texas 
Women: A Celebration of History Exhibit 
Archives, I found four entries on prostitution 
but few good substantial works on rural 
women. 

I do not mean that we do not need well 
researched and thoughtful studies of the few 
sex workers who often established their busi
nesses in small, rural, frontier towns. It is just 
that this small minority of businesswomen 



have received a disproportionate amount of 
attention in the past. No, I do not mean that -
I mean that the majority of rural Texas women 
have not been given serious, thoughtful at
tention for the work they have performed -
whether or not someone else feels it is "be
coming."' 

Researchers in Texas history already 
have worked very hard to recover women's 
history. Ruth Winegarten's work on Texas 
women and the 20,000 items collected be
tween 197 8 and 1982 for the "Texas Woman" 
exhibit, now at Texas Women' s University, 
are a magnificent start. 

The exhibit includes cattle and ranchiil.g, 
farms and farming, and women who worked at 
home and on farms and ranches. This work is 
excellent for seeing snapshots of women of 
many ethnic groups working everywhere. Ruth 
Winegarten's bibliography is a fine guide. 
But it is a guide. Someone has to do the work 
of writing the history. Someone has to risk 
talking about work that might not be "becom
ing. " 2 

A few historians have been doing impor
tant, what we would call spadework (or maybe 
it would be roundup work in cattle country 
history). In 1988, Ann Patton Malone wrote 
an important article,"Women in Texas His
tory." She answered some questions for me 
about the ma<>s of individual "pioneer" biog
raphy and reminiscences already published. 
Since the 1930s, this literature has grown and 
even a few master's theses have appeared. 
Malone herself in the 1980s, published a book 
Women on the Texas Frontier: A Cross-Cul
tural Perspective, but this is only a small piece 
of rural women' s history. 

Fane Down's "Texas Women: History at 
the Edges," pub Ii shed in 199 I , confinns that 
much of the material published on frontier 
womenisstillbiographicalandautobiographi
cal. Historians, as well as ·the public, seem to 
be fascinated with this segment of rural 
women's past. Downs argued that the prob
lem was marginalization of women' s history. 

In 1990, she wrote bitterly, "A scholarly 
commitment in Texas colleges and universi-
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ties to researching and writing women's his
tory does not appear to exist." There were no 
major Women Studies programs in the state 
and historians still did not consider women 
"appropriate subjects for historical analy
sis." Because of this, Downs noted, no schol
ars of women whose work commanded a 
national audience had emerged.3 

When Women and Texas History was 
published last year, I grabbed it, knowing that 
I had promised to come to speak to you and 
wanting to say something. Alas, while Fane 
Downs and Nancy Baker Jones in editing this 
slim volume had, indeed, supplied some won
derful essays, there was nothing on rural 
women. These papers, originally given in 
1990 foraconferenceofthe same name, were 
probably an attempt to get away from the 
seemingly omnipresent "pioneer women." 

Elizabeth York Enstam, an urban histo
rian, did raise some questions relevant to rural 
women' s history. "The mystique of Texas 
has been, by definition, white-Anglo male," 
she wrote, " insofar as women have partici
pated in that mystique, they have had to 
identify with and absorb the male experience 
and point of view." 

I wondered if that answer was a hit too 
pat. Has that happened more often or more 
thoroughly in Texas than in other parts of the 
United States? Surely not, I thought as I read. 
The next day, I went to pick up another load . 
of interlibrary loan books from our library. We 
don't have much on Texas. Do you have as 
little on New Mexico? If so, no wonder there 
seems to be so little understanding among the 
people of our states at times. Anyway, the 
young Texas student worker in the library 
expressed interest in all the books on Texas 
history I was picking up. Yet when I said I was 
reading about Texas women, she quickly re
sponded, 'Tm not very interested in 
women."4 

Did this, I wondered, have something to 
do with that unwillingness to let Texas women 
be "unbecoming" in history, to become a 
part of a new vision, history and future, that 
might be their own. Maybe I had to go back 



again to see what had been written. Were 
those SQ-called "pi9neer" women a part of 
the myth and not just an object of it, as some 
writers had implied? 

I found, not through the library, but 
through afriend who had been to Texas to get 
support for anew Women ofthe WestAJuseum, 
a very important book. Someone had given 
her a copy of this book - really a catalogue -
entitled Women in the Cattle Country, written 
by Austin author, Dorothy Sloan and her 
daughter Julie in 1986. Julie catalogued and 
referenced, while Dorothy organized the ma
terial. Dorothy noted in her introduction 
that one bibliography on men and events in 
the cattle industry listed more than 2,600 
entries with only about 1 OOon women' s expe
riences. 

However, the Sloan collection alone, now 
unfortunately sold and dispersed, numbered 
712 items, most of them books by women 
about women. Not all, of course, were about 
Texas cattlewomen, but a good many were. I 
checked a few that sounded interesting for 
their content about agricultural conditions. 

Mathilda Houstoun' s book Texas and 
the Gulf of Mexico; or Yachting in the New 
World was published in London in 1844. 
Mathilda and her husband had visited others 
on a yacht and she provided information on 
early-cattle raising_- "Throughout the year, 
cattle, grazing in the open country, are gener
ally foood in excellent condition:" she wrote. 
Her book may have influenced those English 
investors who soon were buying huge tracts 
of-northern Texas. 

Meada Scott' s Memoirs of Life on a 
Ranch was published in 1958. She was an 
Archer County rancher from the early 1900s to 
the 1930s who helped support the ranch with 
money earned . by selling her paintings. 
WilhelminaBeane, who published Texas Thir
ties in 1963, arrived in Texas in 1932 and wrote 
articles for the Houston press on farms, 
ranches and dairies. She was the first woman 
on the directorate of the Houston Fat Stock 
Show. Mildred Babb Adams, whose account 
From Darkness into Light was published in 
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1978, was a sheep and goat rancher in West 
Texas.5 

Although there were a few references to 
early Mexican American ranchers, who we 
know were many, one must read this flood of 
books by Anglo Americans not just for the 
content, but for alternative visions to those of 
male writers. At some point in history, per
haps beginning in the 1930s and increasingly 
in the 1950s and 1960s, the image of the 
cowboy or rancher began to move from the 
fringes to the heart of the Texas vision. 

Based on a western romanticism, this 
vision was soon being proclaimed as fact. 
The vision was most powerfully summed up 
byLarryMcMurtryinhislnaNarrowGrave: 
Essays on Texas, published in 1968."There 
just weren't that many women west of the 
Mississippi," he wrote. "They usually buy 
the myth of cowboying and the ideal of man
hood it involves, even though both exclude 
them. A few even buy it to the point of 
attempting to assimilate the all-valuable mas
culine qualities to themselves, producing that 
awful phenomenon, the cowgirl." His words 
particularly angered Elizabeth Maret who re
sponded ht.her 1993 book, Women of the 
Range: Women's Roles in the Texas Beef 
Cattle Industry, "I did not think that horses 
would objectto the fellowship of women." Or 
as Molly Ivins would say, "horse pucky."6 

My point again is that the writings by 
women are not history, but autobiographical 
literature, waiting for historians to evaluate 
them not just for content, but for alternative 
visiOns and clues as to how we might use their 
writings. It is true that Anglo American women 
were pioneers, but so too were the Indian, 
Hispanic and African American women who 
came to Texas. They came to different fron
tiers and had different experiences. 

Talking about women in the cattle coun
try and the cattle industry rather than pioneer 
or frontier women, would provide a more solid 
framework, not only for how they ranched, 
but also for how they wrote about it and how 
authors, right down to McMurtry, have writ
ten about them. 



1bis cattle industry, which became 
identified as white, p;tale and Teirnn,, began 
in the southern tip of Texas, and spread 
north and west into the Texas Panhandle, 
and also to the northwestern plains. "A 
century and a half later," wrote Maret, "the 
Texas cattle industry remains the leading 
agricultural industry of the state, and the 
unage of a Texan, particularly for people 
who live in other states, is often synony
mous with the image of the cattle rancher." 

The cattle industry continues to be a 
dominant force in the economy and society 
of Texas. Texas also has more cattle 
ranches than any other state, but most are 
operated now, as in the early days, by 
f8mily members. Ranching has been a 
particularly romanticized agricultural 
industry, as Maret says. 

The stream of women's work contra
dicts the vision of a dominant male culture. 
For example, MariaBentacour, afemale 
rancher, founded San Antonio. Rosa 
Hinojosa owned 53,000 acres of the Rio 
Grande Valley. Henrietta Chamberlain King, 
who as a bride in 1854 lived in a jacal, 
became a Patrona and built, with her 
husband, Richard, one of the most promi
nent ranches in Texas. When he died in 
1885, their 600,000 acre ranch was deeply in 
debt. She paid off the debt and almost 
doubled the acreage over the next forty 
years. 

When Henrietta arrived in 1854, 
women made up almost 4 7 percent of the 
population in Texas. They were visible then 
and later, everywhere but in the vision of 
the male cattle ranching frontier. 

Today, women own or co-own two
thirds of all ranch property. One fourth of 
all ranch property is owned by women 
alone. We should know more about these 
ranching foremothers, not just as bio
graphical and autobiographical information, 
but as part of a fully developed history of 
the cattle country.7 

The cattle country was only one part 
of rural Texas. Equally important, down to 
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the 1930s at least, was the cotton country. 
This is the history that is most southern, 
that ties Texas to the Southeast. Odd that. 
the Texas cotton country can hardly be 
found in Southern history. I recently read a 
paper by Charles Aikin, an eminent 
geographer. It was titled, "The Rural 
South: An Historical View." He kept 
saying that the census South encom
passed Delaware through Texas and 
Oklahoma, yet when making conclusions, 
he constantly wrote, "except Oklahoma 
and Texas." Is Texas history just as 
"schizoid?" If so, no wonder it is so 
difficult to talk about women in the cotton 
country.8 

The cotton country also has been the 
subject of a distorted vision. Here an 
agrarian romanticism has portrayed women 
in the cotton culture as Scarlet O'Haras or 
as downtrodden victims, and often both. 
Women's cotton country history is most 
evident in the history o{black Texans. The 
ex-slave narratives and pioneer accounts 
from the 1930s recounted that part of Texas 
history that made it most Southern. 

The Texas cotton country still boasts 
some areas of intensive agriculture, but the 
Agricultural Adjustment Act reduced 
cotton acreage and large scale agricultural 
mechanization, especially after World War 
II, transformed the large tenant farmer 
population into a redundant one. 

Many children of sharecroppers had 
already left for the cities in the 1920s. The 
Drought, The Depression and government 
policies made migration a pattern that 
would leave on the land a much smaller 
rural population but one that was almost as 
poor in relation to other Americans as they 
had been under the tenant system. Poor · 
women are still a larger percentage of the 
rural population than the urban. They are 
just more invisible than in the 1930s, when 
for a few years it became accepted to talk 
about them, even when "dirt poor."9 

One of the rea~ons that we have an 
indelible picture of women in the cotton 



Mexican Americans, but also Anglo 
Americans - is because 9f the work of 
economist Ruth Allen. Allen wa<; not a 
historian, but she interviewed almost 1,000 
women for her book, The Labor of Women 
in the Production of Cotton. No one, as far 
as I can tell, has ever placed this incredibly 
important book in its historical context and 
told the larger story of women in the cotton 
culture, nor did Allen ever again return to 
the subject of women' s labor there. 

I think the two things are connected. 
First, I would like to describe this extraordi
nary book and then explain why I think 
Allen abandoned this most promising 
approach to the study of rural women's 
history .10 . 

Allen was born in Cameron, northwest 
of Austin in 1889. Her parents had settled 
in Cameron after coming to Texas because 
her father got a teaching job there. They 
moved to Marlin, where, she remembered 
later, there was no public library. However 
the president of a big lumber company had 
a large private librar)r and he let his niece 
and her friends, which included Ruth, read 
there. She also read in the library of the 
Presbyterian Church. 
· I ·am telling this story of a woman who 
grew up in a small rural town because she 
got out, and that is an important story too. 
After graduation from high school in 1907 
and passing a simple examination, she went 
out and began teaching in a country 
school. Eleven years later, she moved to 
Austin to teach and she spent her summers 
studying. Today one would call her a 
"returning student." Teachers were 
usually a -part of special "norn1al" or 
educational programs. Finally, she quit 
teaching and enrolled full time at the 
University of Texas in Austin. By 1923, 
now at 34 years of age, she had ·obtained 
her master's degree in economics and had 
started teaching at the university, a feat 
she was thrilled to have accomplished. 

That year she received a research 
grant to gather data on the role of women 
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in raising cotton.U 
About oq"' million wom"'n older than 

15 lived on Texas farms in l 920, and 
probably at least one-half of them lived on 
cotton farms. At that time, about 18 percent 
of all Texa<; women were " gainfully" 
employed, and about one-third of these 
worked in agriculture. Most of the other 
fann women worked on the land but 
received no wages because they worked 
on theirfan1ily 's fam1s. 

During this time, Texas was less 
urbanized than the country as a whole, but 
it was more urbanized than the rest of the 
American South, with the exception of 
Florida. Texas also was more urbanized 
than all the mountain states, except 
Colorado, Utah and Arizona. In the 
previous decade, only Michigan and 
Delaware had as large a proportion of their 
population move from the countryside to 
cities as did Texas. Allen wrote that the 
point was that Texas was changing 
dramatically, a 20th century city coming 
upon a rural state was the way she put it. 

After World War I, people wanted 
good food, fitting clothes, decent homes, 
picture shows and automobiles, and cities 
seemed to be the best place to find those 
things. The cost of transition might be 
high, Allen warned, especially for the 
women who would be workers and 
bargainers in the new industrial state. 12 

To study these cotton country 
women, Allen chose three areas; one in the 
Panhandle, one south of Austin in the 
center of the state and one in East Texas. 
She selected areas for their ethnic as well 
as regional mix. In the central Texas 
section, many Mexicans and African 
Americans worked with cotton. In the east, 
there were more African Americans and 
few Mexicans. In the Panhandle, the 
women were mostly Anglo Americans. The 
Panhandle study w·as focused on Lubbock 
County, where many of the cotton farms 
were new. They formerly were parts of 
large ranches that the English had con-



trolled. The county population had 
quadrupledfrom 1910to 1920. ltwas 
comprised almost entirely of Anglo 
Americans, but Mexicans were arriving in 
greater numbers each year to pick cotton. 
She visited 146 native born American 
women while she was in Lubbock County.13 

During the 15 months between 
November 1928 to January 1930, Allen 
could be seen driving out of central towns 
and turning on to roads leading to rural 
districts. After I 0 or 15 miles, she would 
tum down an unpaved side road. Then she 
would stop her car and go from house to 
house conducting interviews, spending 
about one and one half hours with each 
woman. She must have rumbled along the 
roads out of Lubbock during that winter.14 

The women gladly answered Allen's 
questions. Yet Allen also ran into the 
problem tha~ some of the women's work 
was not considered by them as "becom
ing." Half of the women did field work but 
felt they were not supposed to do it. The 

, other half emphasized field work as an 
indication of their hardiness.15 

Allen found that Lubbock County was 
different from the other sections that she 
had studied. Women did less field work 
there and for shorter periods than in other 
areas. Yet, even there, 3 7 percent of all 
women were field workers. Most of them 
were married, but unmarried girls tended to 
stay home and work because there were no 
large towns to provide employment. The 
farms were large and used some machinery, 
which probably allowed many women to 
shift their work from the fields to other 
forms of farm production. Almost 86 
percent of all women raised 50 or more 
chickens; 84 percent had gardens; 54 
percent canned food; 32 percent tended 
five to 10 cows; and 20 percent preserved 
food. 

Allen also wrote about the other work 
that women did in the household, which 
included caring for homes and families, and 
in moments stolen from rest, working on 
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those beautiful quilts that Texas women 
became famous for making. But Allen was 
primarily concerned with activities that 
contributed to the economic welfare of 
families. Like other economists of her time, 
she was trained to look primarily at 
"economic" production.16 

Allen focused her report on the central 
Texas sample of almost 700 women, but she 
made some comparative conclusions with 
the women of Lubbock County. Because 
most of them were native born Anglo 
Americans, they tended to live and work 
on their own land more often than did the 
Mexican and African American women, 
although they also were often tenants. 

Anglo Americans tended to work in 
the fields less often than women of other 
areas, to have smaller families and to live in 
greater isolation than other women. When 
their husbands died, they were more likely 
than Mexican or African American women 
to abandon the land and move into town. 
Anglo women everywhere were more likely 
than women of other ethnic groups to own 
automobiles, get newspapers and have 
musical instruments. 

Almost all Anglo American women 
had sewing machines. Yet 57 percent of the 
women still cooked on wood stoves. 
African American women were the most 
likely to perform field work and spend more 
time at it than the other two groups. "Long 
periods of field work form the Negro's best 
weapon to fight the lower standard made 
necessary by the entire situation in the 
production of cotton," Allen wrote.U 

Although conditions in Lubbock 
County seemed less difficult for women 
than in other parts of Texas, Allen was 
concerned about women in all areas. 
Depressed conditions for young women in 
rural areas would be carried to cities, she 
predicted. Conditions that might be 
bearable in rural life would be exploited by 
urban employers to fill cities with crowded 
slums. 

Allen's solution was for "large 



numbers" of women to go to the city, but 
for women who remain in ni.ral areas to 
become wage workers, either in the fields or 
in rural industries. F amities had become 
victims of the system of cotton production, 
she wrote, and the single wage-earner 
family was a fiction. Unpaid workers on 
farms competed with wage workers, which 
allowed cotton to be produced at a cost 
that did not provide a living wage. One 
plant nursery provided her ideal: good 
housing furnished by the owners; wage 
work for women as well as men, at least 
eight months while the men had work all 
year; a country store under separate 
management; and fuel free for cutting and 
hauling.18 

All ethnic groups were in a "relentless, 
if silent" struggle for economic survival, 
Allen wrote. In this struggle for survival, 
she concluded,"the women stand where 
the economic struggle is fiercest ... They 
determine the number of male laborers, 
whether they and their daughters shall be 
part of the laboring force, and the stan
dards of living of the group because these 
center in the home." Despite women' s 
strategic positions, economists had 
ignored them.19 

Strangely, Allen's conclusion at the 
end ofher.1,000 interviews, that women 
had an absolutely central position in the 
agricultural economy, did not encourage 
her to continue her research. She never 
published studies on women' s work again. 

: Over the next 37 years, Allen com
pleted three other major studies on labor. A 
1935 study with Sam Barton on Houston 
longshoremen only briefly mentioned the 
women who came to Houston in the 1920s 
from farms to marry these longshoremen. 
These "country bred" women now took in 
boarders, laundry and sewing to supple
ment the meager wages brought home by 
their husbands who worked on the 
Houston docks. 

In a 1941 study of organized labor, 
Allen laid out the important components of 

7 

the state: a southern economy on the road 
to the West and a rapidly urba.nizing and 
industrializing state. She mentioned that a 
few African American women were orga
nized, and concluded that organizing · 
Mexicans and African Americans would 
have helped all laborers, but it was clear that 
she was referring primarily to the men.20 

Allen published her last labor history in 
1961. It was an analysis of the timber history 
of Texas. Because there was no wage labor · 
available for women in this industry, she 
hardly mentioned them at all. By 1900, the 
Texas timber industry ranked fourth in the 
nation, and it continued to grow and absorb 
African American workers until one-half of 
the laborers were black by 1910. Women, 
she did say, farmed while their husbands 
worked in the mills year round, and they 
often hauled railroad ties. 

These timber country women bought 
overpriced foods at company owned stores 
with -merchandise checks paid to their 
husbands. They often lived in company 
towns on company land. These desperate 
conditions continued into the 1950s and the 
population that could not get out, wrote 
Allen, "has attempted to make a transition 
from lumbering to some other means of 
livelihood and has failed." 

Their history, she said, was a plot com
posed of "inertia, ignorance and tyranny." 
And yet these women of the timber culture 
were even less visible than those of the cattle 
or cotton countries. In this timber country, the 
population was touched neither by agrarian 
romanticism that drew interest to the cotton 
country nor by the western romanticism that 
glorified the cattle country even if it made most 
women invisible.21 

Why, if women were so important, as 
Allen had insisted in her first study of 
women in the production of cotton, did she 
ignore them after the early 1930s in her 
economic histories? I suspect that, like the 
romanticisms that suppressed evidence that 
was not "becoming" and left women in the 
cattle country invisible, and which included 



women in the cotton country but mainly as 
irnpovetished worke~. th~ AUep herself 
was guilty of a kind of romanticism that 
also made women's rural work invisible. 

Allen belonged to the National 
Women' s Party which supported the Equal 
Rights Amendment, and to a teachers' 
union that supported equal pay for equal 
work. She realized that many women had 
worked under the pressure of poverty and 
without the social approval that would 
have given them praise for their work. 
Nonetheless, she believed that women 
could not be organized. Whom would they 
oppose, she asked rhetorically. Men? · 
Women, she argued, unlike male laborers, 
were attached to the institutional frame
work. Labor was not attached to any 
framework and therefore could organize. 

This attitude was part of a radical 
mystique that believed organized male 
laborers could free themselves from their 
historical oppression and oppose the 
capitalist system under which they labored. 
Gender and ethnicity could never form a 
basis for opposition. Because Allen firmly 
believed this, she never returned to rural 
women or to any women workers as the 
focus of her studies. Labor romanticism, 
like agrarian and cowboy romanticism, thus 
also C:Ontributed to the invisibility of rural 
women.22 

Where will the new rural women' s 
history come from? Or perhaps, what vision 
will make it seem important enough for us -
I include myself - to continue to attempt to 
make rural women's history visible? When 
I say rural women' s history, I mean the full 
story' beginning with the economy within 
which the women produced, extending 
through. their family lives, to the ways in 
which they expressed themselves in 
creative work, such as quiltmaking. 

I have been reading another Tejana 
recently, Gloria Anzaldua She is not a 
historian either, but she provides a good 
response to Allen who did not really want 
to study Mexican Americans because she 
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considered them intruders, aliens, even 
while admitting their attachment to the 
land. 

Anzaldua tells the story of loss of land 
and of resistance in the Rio Grande Valley 
where she grew up. "Later the Anglos 
brought in huge machines and root plows 
and had the Mexicans scrape the land 
clean of natural vegetation. In my child
hood, I saw the end of dryland farming ... In 
the 1950s, I saw the land, cut up into 
thousands of neat triangles and squares." 

The parents of Anzaldua became 
sharecroppers and they lived on three 
successive farms. On one, a chicken farm, 
she, her sister, and her mother weighed and 
packaged eggs until the sight of them made 
her sick. All her family had salvaged from 
those years, Anzaldua recalled, were 
"modem techniques .of food canning and a 
food-stained book they printed, made up of 
recipes from Rio Farms' Mexican women." 

Anzaldua was the first of six genera
tions to leave the Valley, the only one in 
her family to leave home. But, she said, "I 
didn' t leave all parts of me: I kept the 
ground of my own being. On it i walked 
away, taking with me the land, the Valley, 
Texas." Out of that experience, Anzaldua 
wants to create a new consciousness of 
being on the borders, a place where 
cultures and races meet, a crossroad where 
one can learn about all cultures.23 

What can we hope for? Perhaps a 
group of people at the crossroads ~ 
historians, economists, poets, and others 
looking for the human, humorous, tragic 
qualities of rural Texas women - could 
provide a history of rural Texas, of the 
cattle, cotton, and timber countries, as well 
as all the other countries in Texas, where 
women were visible and active in history as 
they are in life. ' 

I think we need to join Anzaldua at the 
crossroads to look at these country women 
again and to write their history as they 
lived it. Who will join me in that task? 
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