by Ginger K. Renner

"“The eavning garments of a female in this camp wouldent pad a
crutch,” wrote cowboy artist Charles M. Russell from New York
City to his good friend, Bill Rance, back home in Great Falls, Mon-
tana.! Later, writing from Long Beach, California, to another Mon-
tana friend, Charlie remarked, a man that tyes to a lady down
hear after seeing her in bathing aint gambling much."’2

On yet another occasion, Russell recorded what is probably his
ultimate assessment of women: “A woman can go farther on a
lipstick than a man can with a Winchester and a side of bacon.”’3 A
careful analysis of this statement reveals a grudging admiration for
the capabilities of women, but the impact of the remark is hardly
laudatory.

Pithy, perceptive—sometimes chauvinistic—statements such as
these from the pen of the cowboy artist probably added weight to
the generally accepted view of Charlie Russell as a ““man’s man.”
The repetition of these slightly derogatory phrases led the public to
believe that Russell was a man who had limited regard for women.

The general assessment that placed Charles Marion Russell into
a masculine milieu was further augmented by his published works
of art. Most of these works, the publication of which established his
reputation throughout the country, dealt with violent or dramatic
action, subjects that not only appealed to men but usually involved
them—cowboys roping, a cowboy trying to stay aboard a wildly
pitching bronc, Indian warfare and buffalo hunts, hunting big
game, and the like. In those few published works in which Indian
women appeared, they usually played only a subordinate role. The
public’s perception of Russell’s masculine orientation was expand-
ed by Russell’'s own short stories. Of the forty-three of his stories
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Russell at Bull Head Lodge in 1926 with (from left) his Aunt Louise, Josephine Trigg,
and Nancy Russell.
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Russell’s grandmother, Lucy Bent Russell, had a
considerable influence on her grandson’s life,
providing an atmosphere where learning,
business, and religious principles coexisted with
stories of her brothers’ adventures in the West.

published in Trails Plowed Under, only one con-

cerned women, and that was a one-page satire on

"'fashions.”” It was almost unknown that Russell

was also turning out a considerable number of

paintings that featured Indian women.

An examination of Russell's artistic output
reveals over 300 oils, watercolors, drawings, and
models that used women as their primary subject.
No other artist in the western American genre has
ever produced such a body of work.

In consciously, or unconsciously, relegating
Russell to a totally masculine orientation, the
public has failed to acknowledge or examine the
feminine’’ side of Charlie's life. Little attention
has been paid to the women with whom he was
associated and to the women who influenced,
molded, and affected both the man and the artist.
Even less investigation has been made into the
large number of works he created in which women
were the only or the dominant element.

1. Letter from C. M. Russell [CMR] to Bill Rance, New York, March 1,
1916, in F. G. Renner, Paper Talk (Fort Worth, Texas: Amon Carter
Museum of Western Art, 1962}, 74.

——WMR to George Speck, May 18, 1923, in Renner, Paper Talk, 103.

3. C. M. Russell, More Rawhides (Great Falls, Montana, 1925}, 13.

4. David Lavender, Bent’s Fort (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1954), 171.

N EXAMINATION INTO the influences

that women had on Charlie Russell's life

should begin with his paternal grand-
mother, Lucy Bent Russell. The Bent family had
played more than supporting roles in the drama of
American history. Lucy's grandfather, Silas Bent,
was one of those intrepid rebels who had tossed the
tea overboard in Boston Harbor, forever changing
the history of the world. He went on to command
Boston's ''Tea Party Regiment'' during the Revolu-
tionary War. Lucy's father, also Silas, was ap-
pointed Deputy Surveyor for the Louisiana Ter-
ritory by Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin.
In 1809, Governor Meriwether Lewis appointed
him Judge of the Court of Common Pleas, and he
was one of the signers of the first charter of the
town of St. Louis.

Independent-minded, politically astute, with a
sense of adventure, and with no small amount of
entrepreneurial abilities, the Bents were to make
significant marks on the pages of western Ameri-
can history. Their exploits, and those of their
associates, were to become a vital part of the Bent-
Russell family’'s folklore, influencing the im-
aginative mind of young Charles Marion Russell.

Lucy Bent's brothers, Charles and William,
established Bent's Fort on the Santa Fe Trail in
partnership with Ceran St. Vrain. Bent's Fort, the
largest trading and outfitting center in the vast and
remote southwest territory, was a unique establish-
ment. The brothers, having been raised in a social-
ly and financially advantaged family, introduced
into daily life at the isolated fort many of the social
amenities to which they had been accustomed in
St. Louis.* Bent's Fort enjoyed a reputation for its
good food, fine wines, and a highly unlikely asset, a
billiard table in a second floor lounge.

Some of the West's most renowned trappers,
scouts, and traders worked, at one time or another,
for William Bent at the fort. They included Kit Car-
son, who eventually became Charles Bent's
brother-in-law, Jim Beckwourth, Lucian Maxwell,
'Old Bill"" Williams, and "‘Uncle Dick'’ Wooten.
Both the myths and the true stories of how these
men helped to open the West added to the tantaliz-
ing tales that later fueled the fires of Charlie
Russell's westward yearnings. The retelling of
their adventures probably came about during the
annual—and sometimes oftener—trips that Wil-
liam or Charles made back to the States—to St.
Louis—to take buffalo robes and to pick up trade
goods and supplies.

5. Mary Joan Boyer, The Old Gravois Coal Diggings (Festus, Missouri:
The Tri-City Independent, 1952), 8-9.

6. Copy of Lucy Bent Russell's will, in the author's possession.

7. Boyer, The Old Gravois Coal Diggings, 10.




Lucy Bent had the same kind of independent
mind and entrepreneurial capabilities that had car-
ried her ancestors and her remarkable brothers
into the pages of history and on their march to the
western frontier. In 1826, at the age of twenty-one,
Lucy became the wife of James Russell, a widower
who was twenty years her senior. Russell had
come to St. Louis from Virginia and had purchased
432 acres of land located west of the city limits,
where in 1820 he had built a spacious, gracious
home named ''Oak Hill." At various times called a
"'plantation,’’ the property resembled a small fief-
dom, with orchards, vineyards, meadows, gardens,
slaves' quarters, barns for horses and livestock,
and most important, an extensive outcropping of
coal. A few years before James and Lucy were mar-
ried, he had begun to supply coal to the city of St.
Louis, greatly enhancing the family’s economic
position.5

When James Russell died in 1850, Lucy Bent
Russell, aged forty-five, took over the management
of the family's extensive business and real estate
holdings. Exhibiting some of the same entrepre-
neurial characteristics that marked the careers of
Charles and William Bent, Lucy expanded the
family's involvement in business and with the help
of her son, Charles Silas, and her son-in-law,
George W. Parker, she greatly enhanced the fami-
ly’s financial position. In an age when women
were seldom involved in business activities, Lucy
actively worked to develop the mining of fireclay
from the Oak Hill property. In a short period of
time, the Parker-Russell Company had become the
largest operation in the United States devoted to
the manufacturing of fireproof materials.”

Lucy Bent Russell was the "lodgepole’’ of a
growing family. Her children—]Julia, John G.,
Charles Silas, and Russella Lucy—lived either on or
close to Oak Hill. Julia married Trumbull G.
Russell (no kin), and John G. and Russella married
brother and sister, Pauline and George W. Parker,
further complicating, yet tying closer, the extended
family.

Charles Silas, Lucy's third child, married Mary
Mead, daughter of silversmith Edward Mead,
whose reputation for fine work was well estab-
lished in St. Louis. Following a long honeymoon in
the East, Charles Silas and Mary Mead Russell
bought a home on Olive Street in St. Louis, but by
the time Charles Marion Russell was five they had
moved to the Oak Hill property.

It was at Oak Hill, surrounded by the accoutre-
ments of a socially and culturally advantaged fami-
ly, that Charlie Russell grew up. Sitting at his
grandmother's table, Charlie probably heard ex-
citing tales from that remarkable woman about his
ancestors, particularly his great-uncles, the Bent
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Mary Mead Russell encouraged her son'’s interest
in and the development of his art. She was an
artist herself and was probably responsible for the
first showing of Russell’s artwork in St. Louis.

brothers, who had left behind the cultured life of
the West's gateway city to go farther into the fron-
tier to seek their fortunes.

Charlie’'s mother, Mary Mead Russell, was a
handsome woman, artistically inclined, and, like
her mother-in-law, a devoted Episcopalian. She
may have brought a commitment to the arts into
this family that was already successful in business
and investments. She painted well enough to have
some of her works included in amateur exhibitions
in the St. Louis area. She must have been a source
of encouragement and perhaps even instruction to
her children. It is quite possible that Mary Mead
Russell's involvement in the local art scene had
some influence on the inclusion of one of Charlie's
paintings in the St. Louis Art Exhibition of 1886.

Mary Russell's children were all exposed to a
study of the Bible and the moralistic literature of
the period. Many of the ideas and the philosophy of
life that Charlie Russell expressed in the letters he
wrote during his mature years show unmistakable
signs of this early indoctrination.

Although it has not yet been found, it is difficult
to believe that there was no correspondence be-
tween Charlie and his parents during the first years
he spent in Montana. The family was too closely
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knit, too committed to one another for them to
have not written to each other. The pattern of their
lives, in later years, when Charlie and his wife
Nancy took in members of both of their families or
when they entertained fathers, cousins, brothers,
and sisters and other relatives for extended
periods, documents deep and continuing familial
ties. Limited research of Russell's early years in
Montana leads one to believe that he returned
home to St. Louis on a regular basis.

A quite remarkable grandmother and a devoted
mother left marks on the cowboy artist. He was at
home, if not always at ease, in society of all levels,
partly because of the principles and ideals taught
him by these capable women.

\HE NEXT WOMAN WHO came into
Charlie's life and made a significant im-
pression on him was a girl from another
old and well-established St. Louis family. Laura
Edgar, the young woman who was to become
Charlie's "first love,”” was living in the Judith
Basin during the summer of 1880 when Russell
first rode into that special region.

William B. Edgar, Laura's father, had come west
in 1878 to establish a sheep operation. First in-
vesting in the Deer Lodge area, he soon decided to
move his operations to the newly opened Judith
Basin district. In the summer of 1879 he brought
his wife and daughter out for the first time. Travel-
ing upriver from Bismarck on the steamer, The
Helena, they tied up at Fort Benton, where Mrs.
Edgar discovered the first of many limitations of
life on the Montana frontier. Her fine furniture,
carefully shipped with the idea of bringing some of
the comforts and refinements of St. Louis life to
this remote and unsettled region, was left under a
tarp on the Fort Benton docks while the family
took an oxen-drawn wagon on the three-day trip to
their home in the Judith Basin.® There, they lived
in a tent while a log cabin was being built on the
property, a short distance east of what would
become the town of Utica. Just as the first snows
came in the fall they were able to move into
warmer quarters. It is assumed that they retrieved
the furniture from the Fort Benton docks.

In the spring of 1880, Charlie Russell rode into
the Judith Basin. He had come to Montana with the
blessing of his family who had decided that a sum-

8. Laura Edgar Whittemore to James Brownlee Rankin [JBR], March 31,
1938, James Brownlee Rankin Letters and Notes, 1936-1939 [Rankin
Papers], typewritten transcript, in the author’s possession of over 700
letters written to Rankin, a New Yorker who was collecting informa-
tion for a biography of Charles M. Russell during the 1930s. These
unpublished letters contained much new evidence about Russell’s
life. The originals are now in the James Brownlee Rankin Research
Collection: Charles M. Russell, Montana Historical Society, Helena.

mer in the wilds of Montana might bring an end to
their young son’'s romantic dreams of a life "out
West.”" Little did they realize that when Charlie
entered the big sky country of Montana he would
be going ''home."

Charlie's first employment with the Miller-
Waite sheep operation was short-lived. By the time
he took up residence with hide and meat hunter
Jake Hoover, in Pig-Eye Basin, the Edgars were
well established in the Judith area.

It is likely that the Russell and Edgar families
knew each other in St. Louis. Both families moved
in the same social circles and both were involved
in mining operations. Charlie and Laura also
shared a second cousin, Childs Carr. Whatever the
social involvement back home, Charlie apparently
was welcomed at the Edgar ranch. Charlie was six-
teen that far-ago summer and Laura (Lollie to fami-
ly and friends) was twelve. They were youngsters
in an isolated and primitive land. At some time
during the first years that Charlie lived in Montana
he was accepted into the Edgars’ home, and it was
probably during this time that the two young peo-
ple fell in love.

At the Edgar ranch, Laura watched the young
artist work on what must have been his earliest
commission. As Laura later wrote, "'It was in our
home he did his painting that brought him in real
money. It was a large poster for a General Supply
house in Helena. It had a central picture of a stage
coach with six horses coming down a mountain
road. All around were small pictures to show the
different articles a cowboy or ranchman might
need. Some I remember—a freight train of three
covered wagons with 6 or 8 yoke of oxen, a cowboy
with elaborate chaps and hat coiling a rope, a farm
wagon with work team. There were several others,
but I have forgotten. I watched the painting with
great interest and well remember Charlie's joy
when a letter accepting it arrived containing also a
substantial check.'”®

Lollie spent only two winters at the Judith Basin
ranch, the first in 1879-1880 and the last in
1885-1886, her father's last year in the sheep
business. In other years, she returned with her
mother each fall to St. Louis to attend school. As
the love affair developed, Lollie wrote to Charlie
from St. Louis, letters that he treasured. Finch
David, who as a young man worked with Charlie
on the roundups in the Judith, wrote in later years:
"'He did think a lot of a girl and I think she thought
a good deal of him. But the family moved away and
they just did not marry. He told me about it one
night when we was on herd together.’'10

9. Laura E. Whittemore to JBR, March 14, 1938, Rankin Papers.

10. I F. {Finch) David to JBR, March 16, 1937, Rankin Papers.
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This photograph of Russell was taken in St. Louis
in 1886 or 1887 when, Laura Edgar wrote, he was
22 or 23."" Russell gave the picture to Laura to
prove that he had serious and professional
aspirations as an artist. The photograph has been
incorrectly labeled as ‘’Great Falls, 1897."

The importance Lollie had in Charlie's life was
substantiated later by Judge James Bollinger of
Davenport, Iowa. In 1937, Bollinger, who was
Russell's close friend, admirer, and hunting com-
panion, wrote to Nancy Russell, who was acquir-
ing stories from old friends for a biography about
Charlie: ''Did Charlie tell you how he used to read
her [Laura's] letters by cigarette light when he was
riding night herd and carried them in his shirt
pocket over his heart?”’ Further correspondence
between Nancy and Judge Bollinger indicates that
Charlie had told Nancy the same story.!!

By 1886, when William Edgar gave up on sheep
raising and returned with his family to St. Louis, it
was evident that the Edgars had taken a firm stand
against any further involvement between Laura

11. Letters between Nancy Russell and Judge J. W. Bollinger, January-
February 1937, Rankin Papers.

12. Laura E. Whittemore to JBR, March 14, 1938, Rankin Papers.

13. Judge Bollinger to Nancy Russell, June 15, 1937, Rankin Papers.

and Charlie. In the Edgars' eyes, Charlie was an
itinerant cowboy with little or no possibility of pro-
viding the kind of life they desired for their
daughter. Charlie, with some of the stubbornness
he was to reveal many times over in his later life,
did not give up so easily. Either in 1886 or 1887 he
returned to St. Louis, certainly in part to press his
plea for Lollie’s hand. In 1938, Laura wrote that
she had in her possession a photograph of Charlie
taken in St. Louis when he was, in her words, ''22
or 23.''12 The photo shows Russell dressed in “city
clothes,’’ his hair well cut, the tools of his artistic
trade at hand. An oil palette is in his left hand, and
his watercolor paper and brushes lie on a table
beside him. It is apparent that he was presenting a
picture of himself as an artist, and a diversified art-
ist, at that—somewhat higher on the social scale
than a cowboy. Despite this rather obvious pitch
for respectability, the Edgar family remained ob-
durate.

Years later, Laura wrote that she was married in
the spring of 1890 and that ''Charlie left St. Louis
the week before my wedding.”” Was he there to
make one last plea for her hand? We will never
know. But we do know that he vividly remem-
bered her years later. Bollinger, again in cor-
respondence with Nancy Russell, wrote of the
hunting trip they had shared in 1922. Everyone
had turned in but Russell, who was restless and not
ready to settle down for the night. He spoke aloud
to the men bedded down in the hunting cabin:
""'Who ever says he has forgotten about his first gal,
I can't believe him. Some people call it 'puppy
love’! [Bollinger indicated the scorn in Russell's
voice over that term.] Well, not one of them can
forget her—the reason they remember is because
she is the nicest thing that ever happened in a
young fellow's life. She cannot be forgotten!''13
Surely a man who would share with his hunting
companions the most private and cherished
memories of his youth had for many years carried
with him the effects of that young and lovely
woman.

Between 1889 and 1895, Russell portrayed Lollie
in several poses. Laura's Capture, an oil done in
1894, is the most "'romantic’’ of the group, encom-
passing all the terror of the Gothic themes of the
Victorian period. A watercolor wash of a woman in
English riding clothes standing beside a Thorough-
bred on which is a sidesaddle is quite likely also of
Laura. Lollie, a sentimental watercolor of a young
woman dressed in glowing white with a threaten-
ing forest behind her, was for many years mistitled
Mame, a nickname for Nancy Cooper Russell; but
Charlie had painted the piece several years before

{Continued on page 53)




Women in Russell’s Art

BEAUTY PARLOR, WATERCOLOR, 1907
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