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KENNETH L HOLMES ed and comp covered wagon women
diaries and letters from the western trails 1840 1890 vol 1

1840 1849 glendale calif arthur H clarkdarkoark co 1983 272 ppap 27302750272750273027.3050

reviewed by roger D launius a military historian stationed at andrews air force
base in maryland

the study ofwomens history has blossomed during the past two
decades and the result has been the production of several outstanding
works on the subject covered wagon women is one of the latest
contributions to this growing field of investigation it is a useful work
that makes available to historian and buff alike several fascinating letters
and diaries written by women involved in the westward movement of
the 1840s the editor kenneth L holmes and the publisher the
arthur H clark company have undertaken an ambitious project and
once completed the proposed ten volumes in this series will certainly
serve as a benchmark in this fields historiography
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the material presented in this first volume has been arranged by
the editor into twelve chapters with entries by fourteen women these
accounts are representative rather than exhaustive however there are
important documents discussing the experiences of several intelligent
and articulate women on the oregon california santa fe and mormon
trails the editor chose his documents well they are all primary
resources written at the time of the incidents described or immediately
thereafter more important holmes did not reprint commonly used
diaries I1 was pleasantly surprised that susan magoffinsgoffinsMa diary of her
trip to santa fe in 1846 was not included in the collection it is an
outstanding diary but readily available elsewhere instead holmes
scoured the nations archives and libraries and solicited copies of
documents from individuals to assemble what should be considered
an exemplary collection of manuscripts

holmess editorial work is also outstanding he allows the
individual writers to tell their own story without correcting grammar
punctuation and syntax he adds moreover useful annotations
providing additional background information about key personalities
and events without overeditingoverediting certainly no easy task judging from
the number of edited works that suffer from this defect

readers ofofbyustudiesBYU studies will no doubt be most interested in the
attention given to mormon women during the westward trek to utah
holmes includes as a major piece within the collection a diary of patty
bartlett sessions dated 21 june 1847 through 26 september 1847
the original located in the historical department of the church of
jesus christ of latter day saints has been well used by scholars
investigating the mormon trek to utah the role ofwomen in the church
and in western history and the development of medical treatment
but its publication for a wider audience is most welcome

while covered wagon women is a fine book of lasting historical
value it could have been made better with additional work forfurlur instance
the editor chose to omit both a bibliography and an index opting for
the issuance of a cumulative bibliography and index with the publication
of the tenth volume of the series this decision will of course make
the volume less usable by researchers in the interim additionally
holmes is inconsistent in his editorial work he is at his best in his
treatment of the diary of patty sessions first it has an excellent
introduction that draws heavily upon the research of such leaders in
the study of mormon women on the frontier as leonard J arrington
and maureen ursenbach beecher second it includes a useful dramatisdiamatisdramatis
personae briefly describing characters mentioned in the diary finally
holmes attaches a solid bibliography pointing the direction for further
study in contrast holmes s editing of other diaries and letters possesses
nothing approaching the depth of scholarship he demonstrates in his
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work on sessions most other entries contain only a cursory introduction
and none has either a description of characters or bibliography it would
have been commendable had holmes been able to bring to the other
accounts in this volume the fine editorial work he displays in his work
on the sessions diary

in spite of these shortcomings kenneth L holmes has compiled
a well balanced enjoyable book that should be of interest to all readers
concerned with the study of women the frontier movement and
mormonism this type of documentary history although until recent
years considered somewhat esoteric should be encouraged for it can
open entirely new avenues of investigation when handled by skilled
historians
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