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Introduction

Mention the term “mail-order bride,” and you are likely to conjure up 
two very different, very contradictory images. One is a sad and gritty 
portrait of an abused and desperate woman, probably very young, and 
almost certainly foreign, while the other is the rosy image of a strong 
and brave pioneer bride, possibly older, and quintessentially Ameri-
can.1 Buying a Bride attempts to reconcile these two images. Looking at 
the history of mail-order brides from the early years of the Jamestown 
colony to the present, this book examines how we arrived at these con-
flicting depictions and why the perception of mail-order marriages as 
formerly good but now bad is both simplistic and inaccurate.

Mail-order marriage has always contained competing elements of 
risk and reward. These marriages offer women an opportunity to im-
prove their lives, yet they must abandon the security of their homes 
and families and marry a stranger. Today, women willing to take this 
chance are considered desperate and helpless, but this was not always 
true. Historically, mail-order brides were regarded as courageous due 
to their willingness to embrace the risks and uncertainties of mail-order 
marriage. The 1934 short story “Object, Matrimony” exemplifies this 
view.2

“Object, Matrimony” was written by Rose Wilder Lane, the daugh-
ter of the iconic American author Laura Ingalls Wilder,3 and depicts the 
twenty-year mystery surrounding the marriage of Jed Masters and his 
mail-order bride, Clarinda. The story opens in the late 1870s, in Sioux 
County, South Dakota, in a half-built town at the “end of the line.”4 
A young woman, clearly a lady, but also a stranger, emerges from one 
of the passenger cars of an arriving train. She is described as pale and 
seemingly frightened, but it soon becomes clear that she is also brave 
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and determined. As Clarinda exits the train, she turns to the crowd of 
gawking townspeople and brazenly asks where she can obtain a mar-
riage license. The crowd is stunned. One of the townswomen declares 
she has never “heard of a woman so bold and brash.”5

After receiving her answer, Clarinda rounds up a justice of the peace 
and a carriage and sets out for Jed Masters’s house. Upon meeting Jed, 
Clarinda informs him that she is accepting his offer of marriage and 
insists on marrying him right away. Jed reluctantly agrees and the two 
are married. Then, immediately after the ceremony, Jed demands an ex-
planation. He wants to know why Clarinda was in such a rush to marry 
and accuses her of being pregnant. She denies it, but refuses to explain 
herself. Instead, she simply states, “It’s a fair bargain. You advertised for 
a wife because you wanted a woman, any woman. I married you be-
cause I wanted a husband.” When Jed continues to insist, she tells him, 
“You can kill me, but I’ll never tell.”6

“Object, Matrimony” illustrates both the risks of mail-order mar-
riage as well as the strength and determination regularly ascribed to 
early mail-order brides. Initially, Clarinda’s secrecy and Jed’s displeasure 
seem to indicate helplessness and vulnerability. However, at the end, 
her secret is revealed and it becomes clear that Clarinda is not a victim. 
Clarinda tells Jed that she had once been engaged to another man, but 
when she discovered his plan to elope with her friend she left him and 
came west to marry. She then triumphantly informs Jed that her former 
fiancé recently lost his fortune and that she has just purchased his farm 
and evicted him and his wife. Mail-order marriage gave Clarinda the 
opportunity to reassert control over her life, avoid victimization, and 
even extract revenge. Nevertheless, the story concludes by suggesting 
that the most significant benefit Clarinda gained from her mail-order 
marriage was happiness. After Clarinda’s revelation, a stunned Jed asks 
his wife if she would still have her fiancé if given the option. She lov-
ingly replies, “Goodness no,  . . .  I wouldn’t have anybody but you.”7

Lane’s story portrays mail-order brides as strong and resilient and 
shows how women could use mail-order marriage to cope with their 
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powerlessness in a male-dominated society. At the same time, Lane’s 
story also hints at the connection between mail-order marriage and 
broader national interests. The location of the town in the story is sig-
nificant. Its setting at the “end of the line” signifies both the end of the 
railroad and the edge of U.S. control. Lane’s town is reminiscent of the 
thousands of real towns that were created to secure U.S. control over 
Indian lands. In all of these border towns, the presence of women was 
considered crucial to national expansion. Consequently, both the ter-
ritorial and federal governments routinely offered legal and financial 
incentives to spur female immigration. These incentives significantly 
benefited mail-order brides, but they were not costless. The arrival of 
mail-order brides frequently coincided with the displacement of native 
women. Unfortunately, this history is rarely acknowledged. Most favor-
able accounts of mail-order marriage tend to focus on the experiences 
of white, American women. When men and women of color used this 
form of marriage, the positive perception of these unions evaporated. 
Moreover, this shameful history continues to influence modern views 
regarding the practice.

Buying a Bride demonstrates that many of the widespread concerns 
regarding mail-order marriage have questionable origins. This book 
also emphasizes the similarities between historic mail-order marriage 
and its modern counterparts and demonstrates that the benefits of-
fered by these marriages remain significant. Nevertheless, I think it is 
important to acknowledge that a focus on the advantages of mail-order 
marriage was not the original intention of this book. In fact, it was my 
own negative reaction to a magazine article on mail-order marriage that 
initially inspired this project. The article described the mail-order expe-
rience of a successful fashion photographer named Steven Baillie, who 
had tired of the American models and actresses he usually dated and 
decided it was time to “settle down.”8 Baillie wanted a “traditional wife,” 
meaning a woman who would prioritize her husband and family, and 
he turned to mail-order marriage because he believed foreign women 
made better wives. When asked to explain his specific concerns with 
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American women, Baillie stated, “They have entitlement issues.  . . .  I 
want to be the entitled one now.”9 After presenting this explanation, the 
article described how Baillie chose a mail-order bride company, how 
he selected his fiancée from the hundreds of women available on the 
company’s website, and how he believed he had finally found “the one.” 
The article then revealed that he had been horribly wrong.

The second half of the article detailed the transformation of Baillie’s 
fairytale romance into a nightmare. The smart, beautiful woman he had 
selected, who liked to cook and clean and dote on him, also had an 
unexpected temper. She became jealous of his friendships with other 
women, including the daughter of a female friend, and Baillie quickly 
realized the relationship was not going to work. By this point, the 
woman was pregnant, but Baillie didn’t care. When her visa expired, 
he chose not to marry her, and sent her home. The article then ended 
with Baillie’s glib reflection that there are worse problems than dating 
American models. He stated:

Look at my life before I had this freaking bitch here. What was the prob-
lem? I’m freakin’ hangin’ out with all these models and strippers. And 
yeah, it’s empty, but like, what’s the problem? Why was I willing to give 
this up? So now  . . .  I’m just going to enjoy everything that comes my 
way. My outlook is like, “I’m just going to bone as many of these chicks 
as I can.” I just wanna not worry about anything. My life is pretty fuck-
ing awesome.10

This article horrified me. It seemed to confirm my worst suspicions 
regarding mail-order marriage. Here was a man routinely dating beau-
tiful, desirable women yet turning to mail-order marriage because he 
believed his previous girlfriends had not been sufficiently grateful. 
Instead of examining his own behavior, Baillie looked to an Internet 
“catalogue” to solve his relationship problems. When he became 
displeased with the “product” he received, he “returned” her like an 
ill-fitting pair of pants. Buying a Bride began with this article in mind. 
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As I started my research, I expected to find that modern mail-order 
marriages are fundamentally harmful and that these problems are 
long-standing. I was surprised that this is not what I found. Despite 
significant risks, mail-order marriages are typically beneficial and even 
liberating for women. Consequently, after reaching this conclusion, the 
object of the book changed. Buying a Bride no longer aimed to dem-
onstrate the inherent problems with mail-order marriage. Instead, the 
book examines the changing perceptions surrounding these marriages 
and seeks to understand why we continue to venerate the mail-order 
marriages of the colonial and frontier days while simultaneously fearing 
their modern-day counterparts.

Buying a Bride addresses this puzzle by examining the history of 
mail-order marriage from the Jamestown Colony to the present. It 
shows how the laws and policies pertaining to mail-order brides var-
ied drastically over time and how changes in the racial makeup of the 
brides, the fulfillment of America’s manifest destiny, and evolving be-
liefs regarding love, marriage, and gender in American society all played 
a part in transforming mail-order marriage from a lauded institution 
into one that was, and continues to be, vilified. Accordingly, the book 
is arranged in two parts. The first half examines the importance and 
respect afforded pre–Civil War mail-order brides. The second half de-
tails the continuing benefits as well as the increasing skepticism and 
criticism directed at mail-order marriage in the post–Civil War period 
until the present.

Specifically, the first half of the book looks at the role of early mail-
order brides with regard to the successful colonization of North Amer-
ica. Chapter 1 focuses on the mail-order brides of the Virginia colony. 
The Virginia government considered marriage vital to the success of 
the entire colonial enterprise, and this belief translated into significant 
social, economic, and legal benefits for the mail-order brides of James-
town. Chapters 2 and 3 continue the examination of colonial mail-order 
brides by contrasting the successful mail-order bride program of New 
France with its disastrous counterpart in the Louisiana colony. Both 
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chapters show how French bridal programs were influenced by con-
cerns regarding population instability as well as fears of Indian/white 
miscegenation. However, chapter 2 documents the successful filles du 
roi program and the ways it benefited both the brides and the colony, 
while chapter 3 examines the failure of Louisiana’s bridal program and 
how it harmed the colony and the women. In addition, chapter 3 high-
lights the stark difference between mail-order marriage and traffick-
ing while also revealing why these two concepts are so often linked. 
Chapter 4 then turns to the mail-order brides of California and the Pa-
cific Northwest. This chapter analyzes the immigration incentives of-
fered to eastern women and the legal and social benefits they received 
after arrival. It further shows how the U.S. and Canadian governments 
used female immigration to secure their respective control over North 
America and how this was achieved, in part, by displacing and harming 
native wives.

Part II of the book considers the circumstances that led to the in-
creasingly negative perception of mail-order marriage. Although 
concerns regarding mail-order marriage are long-standing, they have 
intensified significantly over time. Initially, criticisms focused on the 
possibility of fraud and manipulation. However, once foreign women 
began using mail-order marriage to circumvent racially restrictive im-
migration policies, the unease regarding the practice became wide-
spread. Chapter 5 begins with an examination of the first matrimonial 
advertisements. Matrimonial ads gave women greater control over 
their marriage prospects. However, because this increased marital 
choice came at the expense of parental control, these ads were al-
most immediately considered problematic. This chapter documents 
the reservations surrounding early matrimonial advertisements and 
why they became popular despite such concerns. Chapter 6 focuses 
on the post–Civil War period and demonstrates that the devastation 
of the war and the continuing need for women on the frontier kept 
mail-order marriage popular throughout the nineteenth century. This 
chapter also shows that the negative associations regarding mail-order 
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marriage continued to grow during the postwar period and quickly be-
came widespread once the racial demographics of the brides changed. 
Chapter 7 explores how “undesirable” groups, such as Asians and East-
ern and Southern Europeans, used mail-order marriage to circumvent 
America’s restrictive immigration policies. It demonstrates that the use 
of mail-order marriage for this purpose created a substantial backlash 
and cemented the general perception of mail-order marriages as harm-
ful. Chapter 8 then concludes with an examination of modern mail-
order marriages. This final chapter addresses the common criticisms of 
mail-order marriage, particularly the accusation that large numbers of 
these women are abused and exploited. This chapter also evaluates the 
equally common claim that such a marriage undermines the purpose of 
matrimony and perpetuates gender inequality. Finally, after examining 
these criticisms, the chapter ends by asserting that the harms associated 
with mail-order marriage have been exaggerated and that the benefits 
have been underappreciated.

Before proceeding further, I would like to offer an explanation re-
garding terminology. Mail-order marriage is a highly contentious topic 
and even the term “mail-order bride” is divisive. In fact, after reviewing 
early drafts of this book, a number of my colleagues encouraged me 
to find a substitute expression. These men and women were uncom-
fortable with the phrase “mail-order bride” and its explicit reference 
to purchasing women. I share these concerns and do not dispute that 
the term has these implications. Nevertheless, rather than shying away 
from the association with female commodification, I decided to con-
front it. The potential commodification of women is one of the biggest 
criticisms of modern mail-order marriage. By referring to the women in 
this book as “mail-order brides,” I signal my intention to address these 
criticisms and explicitly challenge the assumption that such women are 
exploited.

I would also like to clarify my definition of “mail-order marriage.” In 
this book, mail-order marriage is defined as a marriage resulting from 
some form of advertisement or other public request, soliciting women 
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to enter into a marriage with a previously unknown man and typically 
travel a significant distance to complete this union. Pursuant to this 
definition, I do not consider any arrangement in which a woman is 
transported against her will or most arranged marriages (meaning mar-
riages between strangers intentionally organized by a common friend 
or family member) to be mail-order marriages. Nevertheless, I do in-
clude marriages arranged by a third party at the request of the couple, 
particularly when these marriages were arranged to accommodate the 
immigration desires of the potential bride. In addition, my definition of 
mail-order marriage also includes marriages that resulted from general 
calls for brides, and is not limited to marriages created in response to 
one man’s specific solicitation.

Last, I include female-initiated correspondence in my definition of 
mail-order marriage, but only where the woman traveled to marry the 
man. I do not include any examples of mail-order husbands in this his-
tory. Although there are some modern examples of American women 
placing matrimonial advertisements in order to attract a foreign hus-
band, typically to find someone of a similar religious or cultural back-
ground, the numbers are extremely small. In general, few American 
women are interested in finding a mail-order husband. However, ho-
mosexual men are increasingly turning to this form of introduction. 
Now that same-sex marriage is recognized nationwide, the number of 
foreign mail-order husbands is likely to increase, and it will be interest-
ing to see how the experiences of these men resemble those of mail-
order brides. Nevertheless, because same-sex mail-order marriages are 
still exceedingly rare, this book does not include an examination of 
these relationships.



Part I

When Mail-Order Brides Were Heroes
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1

Lonely Colonist Seeks Wife

As Catherine looks out across the water, she wonders what her life will be 
like when she reaches Virginia. She knows that conditions will be hard, but 
life in England was also hard. At least in the colony, there is the possibility of 
advancement. The Virginia Company has assured her and the other women 
that they will have their choice of marriage partners. They have promised 
that the men are wealthy, or at least will be with the women’s help, and that 
the women will have a share of this wealth. Catherine knows it is a risk, but 
she has been assured she can always return home if she changes her mind. 
Regardless, Catherine expects to stay. There is little for her back in England. 
She will marry a colonist and help found a nation.

The above thoughts illustrate what I believe one of the first mail-order 
brides might have felt as she traveled thousands of miles from England 
to settle in the Virginia colony. There is no actual record of the hopes 
and fears of these young women. Nevertheless, we do know that their 
arrival in 1619 was eagerly anticipated and desired.

Marriage was vital to the success of the colony.1 Wives were needed 
to create stable family units, produce and care for children, and cement 
America’s racial and cultural hierarchy. However, the difficulty was that 
few European women were interested in immigrating. In fact, female im-
migration to the colonies was so rare that when a group of forty women 
from La Fleche, France, began boarding a ship for Canada in 1659, the 
townspeople tried to prevent their departure because they were con-
vinced the women were being kidnapped.2 Mail-order marriage helped 
resolve this problem. These women immigrated when others would not, 
and consequently, their presence was considered critically important.



12  •  Lonely Colonist Seeks Wife

The risks the early settlers faced were substantial.3 Most potential 
colonists had heard frightening accounts of disease and famine, and 
many of these stories seemed to indicate that women were particularly 
vulnerable. One horrific tale from Virginia involved a colonist who 
“slue his wife as she slept in his bosome, cut her in pieces, powedered 
her & fedd upon her till he had clean devoured all her parts saveinge 
her heade.”4 In the northern colonies, settlers such as the Puritans and 
the Quakers accepted these risks as the price of religious freedom, and 
as a result, these areas had little difficulty attracting large numbers of 
family groups.5 In contrast, the southern colonies, which lacked this re-
ligious draw,6 had a much harder time finding families willing to accept 
the dangers and hardships of colonial life. A handful of women came to 
the colonies shortly after the first male settlers arrived, but their num-
bers were small, and even fewer came with their children.7 Moreover, 
some families, like that of Sir Thomas Gates, sent their daughters back 
to England if their wives died.8 As early as 1609, a broadside (poster) 
produced by the Virginia Company of London demonstrated that the 
colony’s governing body recognized the need to recruit women. The 
broadside was directed at family groups and specifically emphasized 
that both men and women were needed for “the better strengthening 
of the colony.”9 Nevertheless, despite such appeals, few families im-
migrated to the southern colonies.10 Instead, the majority of southern 
colonists were single men, primarily individual speculators and fortune 
hunters, who came to profit from America’s abundant land and natural 
resources and then return home.11 As colonial historian Julia Cherry 
Spruill has noted, these “men were not interested in building perma-
nent homes in Virginia or in cultivating lands to be enjoyed by future 
generations.” They simply “planned to make their fortunes and then 
return to England.”12

The transient nature of the southern population was problematic, 
and it quickly became clear that the lack of women was threatening 
the future of the fledgling colony.13 In 1614, the Virginia Company’s 
lawyer, Richard Martin, spoke before the House of Lords and high-
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lighted the threat posed by the colony’s gender disparity. He informed 
the members, a significant number of whom had shares in the com-
pany,14 that Virginia desperately needed “honest laborers, with wives 
and children.”15 He then recommended the appointment of a commit-
tee to consider ways to increase family immigration.16 Other members 
of the Virginia Company shared Martin’s immigration concerns. How-
ever, class politics ultimately prevented consideration of his proposal. 
Martin was only a lawyer and not a lord, so his requests, which went 
beyond legal advice, were considered presumptuous. One contempo-
rary described his speech as “the most unfitting that was ever spoken 
in the house.”17 Consequently, not only were Martin’s appeals ignored, 
they resulted in punishment. The day after appearing before the House 
of Lords, Martin was arraigned for contempt. He was brought before 
Sir Randall Crew, the Speaker of the House, forced to kneel, and given 
following admonishment:

The case was this a petition relative to the Virginia Company had been 
presented, and an order for the Council to appear, that he as their Attor-
ney had represented himself with diverse Lords. That the House at first 
was disposed to listen to him with all due respect and love; that the ret-
rospect of the Virginia Plantation was acceptable, for it had been viewed 
with the eyes of love. But afterwards, he has impertinently digressed, 
for it was not his place to censure and advise. The House had therefore 
brought him before them, and although many were his acquaintances, 
yet all now looked upon him with the eyes of judges, and not as private 
friends.18

After Martin’s censure, the issue of family immigration was dropped, 
but the lack of women remained a significant problem. Finally, in 1619, 
the Virginia Company’s treasurer, Sir Edwin Sandys, who now con-
trolled the company, decided to address the issue.19 He warned his fel-
low shareholders that if immediate action was not taken, the colony’s 
gender imbalance would soon “breed a dissolucon, and so an over-
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throw of the Plantation.”20 Sandys recommended sponsoring the im-
migration of single women because he believed their presence would 
“make the men more setled [and] lesse moveable” and decrease the 
number of men who, because of the dearth of women, “stay [in the col-
ony] but to gett something and then return for England.” This time, the 
recommendation to address the colony’s female immigration problem 
was met with approval. After hearing Sandys’s suggestion, Lord Fran-
cis Bacon, a founding member of the company, immediately expressed 
his public support declaring it “time to plant with women as well as 
with men; that the plantation may spread into generations, and not 
ever pieced from without.” Shortly after Sandys’s request, the company 
began recruiting single women to marry the Jamestown colonists.21

In the spring of 1620, ninety mail-order brides arrived in James-
town. Their arrival was considered a success, and the next year Sandys 
requested funds to transport an additional one hundred women. By 
this time, the company was in financial difficulties and no longer had 
the necessary money.22 However, because Sandys insisted that more 
women were absolutely essential, the company agreed to raise the 
money by subscription. Due to these efforts, another fifty brides were 
sent to Jamestown.23 Altogether, the Virginia Company sponsored the 
immigration of 140 mail-order brides.24 The arrival of these women 
was intended to reduce the number of male colonists returning to Eng-
land, but this was not the only reason female immigration was consid-
ered necessary. Despite the femaleless wasteland described by Sandys, 
the colony did not actually lack women. America was filled with indig-
enous women, and relationships between the male colonists and native 
women occurred almost immediately.

As early as 1608, after disease and starvation wiped out nearly a 
third of the original Jamestown colonists, a large number of the male 
survivors began taking Indian wives.25 By 1612, the Spanish ambassa-
dor to England reported that “between 40 to 50 Englishman  . . .  had 
married Indian women.”26 He also informed the company that nearly 
all of these men had abandoned the colony for their wives’ villages.27 
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Only two years earlier, the entire population of Jamestown consisted 
of sixty colonists.28 Consequently, the number of desertions described 
by the ambassador was shocking. Just as concerning was the fact that 
these desertions seemed unstoppable. Virginia Governor Dale had al-
ready decreed that deserters were “to be hanged, some burned, some 
to be broke upon wheels, others to be staked and some to be shot to 
death.” This law had little effect, and colonial men continued to leave 
the colony.29

Desertions contributed to the already declining population, while 
also undermining the moral justification for the entire colonial en-
deavor. Virginia settlers had rationalized colonization by highlighting 
the supposed differences between themselves and the country’s native 
inhabitants. Captain John Smith’s 1607 report on the native population 
of Virginia epitomized this trend, characterizing the local Indians as 
cruel, irrational, vengeful, treacherous, and barbaric. He also accused 

The first group of brides arrives at Jamestown. Courtesy of Picture Collec-
tion, New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations.
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these tribes of Satanism. He described the Virginia Indians as devil 
worshippers who prayed to idols shaped “with such deformity as may 
well suit with such a god” and claimed they practiced child sacrifice.30 
Such accusations seemed to confirm the English colonizers’ belief in 
their moral and religious superiority. However, intermarriage threat-
ened these distinctions.31

Britain’s recent colonizing venture in Ireland had demonstrated that 
settlers were extremely likely to adopt the customs and manners of 
native inhabitants with whom they intermixed. One typical report 
from the Irish colony bewailed the number of Englishmen who “in 
small time have grown wild in Ireland, and become in language and 
qualities Irish.” This report also noted the paucity of Irishmen who 
“do in exchange become civilized and English.”32 Virginia’s colonial 
leaders worried that marriage to Indian women would lead to similar 
results. Specifically, they feared that intermarriage would cause Euro-
pean men to abandon their “civility”33 and become indistinguishable 
from the “heathen savages.”34 This fear was then further exacerbated 
by the perceived sexual availability of Indian women. In John Smith’s 
1612 account of life in the early Virginia colony, he wrote about his visit 
to one of Powhatan’s (Pocahontas’s father) villages and noted that in 
any of these villages, an Englishman could expect “a woman freshly 
painted red with pocones and oil to be his bed fellow.”35 Smith also 
detailed his own experience. He claimed to have been greeted by “30 
young women [who] came naked out of the woods (only covered be-
hind and before with a few greene leaves), their bodies all painted, 
some white, some red, some black, some partie colour, but every one 
different.” He then described being invited back to their lodging where 
they “more tormented him than ever, with crowding, and pressing, 
and hanging upon him, most tediously crying, love you not mee?”36 
Similar, although less colorful, accounts were provided by colonist 
and company secretary William Strachey, who declared that the local 
women were “‘most voluptious’ and eager to ‘embrace the acquain-
tance of any Straunger.’”37
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In order to prevent desertions to the native villages and lessen the 
attractions of native women, colonial leaders described white/Indian 
relationships as religiously prohibited.38 In his 1609 sermon, the colo-
nial Reverend William Symonds railed against the dangers of misce-
genation. Symonds cited the biblical injunction that “God’s people in 
Canaan ‘keepe to themselves,’” and “not marry nor give in marriage to 
the heathen, that are uncircumcized,” and he warned that the “breaking 
of this rule” jeopardized one’s chance for eternal salvation and risked 
“all good succese of this voyage.” Symonds’s religious admonishment 
did little to stem the flow of desertions, and even within the colony, 
some determined men found ways around this prohibition. The most 
famous intermarried colonist was John Rolfe. In his letter to Governor 
Dale seeking permission to marry Pocahontas, Rolfe acknowledged 
“the heavie displeasure which almightie God conceived against the 
sonnes of Levie and Israel for marrying strange wives.” Nevertheless, 
he argued that this concern was inapplicable to his own relationship, 
because Pocahontas was converting to Christianity and, thus, their 
marriage would actually be furthering God’s work and assisting with 
Rolfe’s “owne salvation.”39 Rolfe’s arguments were persuasive and 
earned Dale’s endorsement of the marriage.40

By 1619, it had become clear that neither religious prohibitions nor 
capital punishment was a sufficient deterrent against intermarriage. 
The company, therefore, concluded that the best way to reduce deser-
tions and ensure the colony remained racially and ethnically distinct 
was to provide colonial men with a viable marriage alternative to native 
women.41 Understandably, the women recruited to fulfill this impor-
tant task were chosen with care. They were not prostitutes, criminals, 
or beggars.42 In fact, out of the thirty-eight women whose social status 
is known, eight had links to the gentry. According to the company re-
cords, four of the women were the daughters of gentlefolk; two others 
had uncles and one cousin (once removed) who were knights; and the 
eighth was described as the daughter of Mr. Gervase Markham, “of the 
Nottinghamshire gentry.”43 In addition, the company insisted that all 
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the women “had been received  . . .  upon good recommendation.”44 
One, a young widow named Anne Rickard, was given the following 
recommendation:

ffor asmuche as itt is a charitable deede to certifie & declare a truthe 
in all cases especially where the same ys required, Wee therefore the 
churchwardens & parishoners of the parishe church of St James at 
Clarkenwell in the countie of Middlesex whose names are hereunder 
subscribed doe certifie & declare to all whome theis presentes shall 
come be seene or reade that the bearer hereof Anne Rickard widowe 
now inhabiting within our said parishe & so hathe don for the space of 
Six yeres or neere thereaboutes in which tyme shee hathe demeaned 
herself in honest sorte & is a woman of an honest lyef & conversation 
duringe the tyme shee hathe lyved amounges us & so is & ever hathe 
bynne esteemed & reputed for any thinge ever wee heard or knowe 
of to the contrary, And for that the said Anne Rickard is mynded & 

The wedding of Pocahontas and John Rolfe. Courtesy of the Library of 
Congress.
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purposed to dwell elsewhere hathe entreated & required of us whose 
names are hereunder subscribed this our testymoniall in her behalf. In 
witness whereof to this our presente writing or Testimoniall wee have 
subscribed our names the xiiith of December 1620.45

This letter demonstrates Rickard’s “good character,” and it confirms 
that she came voluntarily. This was not the norm; in the early Virginia 
colony voluntary immigration was rare. Each year, hundreds of set-
tlers died from disease and starvation, and new recruits were essential. 
However, finding willing immigrants was difficult, and replacement 
settlers were increasingly brought to the colony against their will.

In 1615, Governor Dale asked King James I for more colonists, and 
the king complied by ordering the transportation of one hundred con-
victed male felons.46 Shortly thereafter, Sir Edwin Sandys asked the 
Virginia Company for more settlers, and one hundred street urchins 
were rounded up and shipped to Virginia.47 Then, in 1617, the Virginia 
Company introduced the headright system, and as a result, colonial 
kidnapping eventually became endemic.

The purpose of the headright system was to encourage immigration 
by giving settlers who financed their own passage fifty-acre tracts of 
land. It also provided fifty acres of land to individuals willing to sponsor 
the passage of a new settler,48 and as a result, speculators and planters 
began paying recruiters to “find” settlers they could send to Virginia. 
By midcentury, thousands of men, women, and children were being 
kidnapped every year. In 1671, a single kidnapper or “spirit” named John 
Stewart was accused of kidnapping more than more than six thousand 
victims.49 It is possible this number was an exaggeration, but kidnap-
ping was so pervasive that songs were written about it. One such song, 
“The Woman Outwitted: or the Weaver’s Wife,” popular in the period, 
described a wife “cunningly catch’d in a Trap, by her Husband, who sold 
her for ten Pounds, and sent her to Virginny.”50 Such actions were ille-
gal, but kidnapping laws were only weakly enforced. Most kidnappers 
were never prosecuted, and those who were often received minimal 
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punishment. For example, in 1680, a woman named Ann Servant was 
fined a mere thirteen shillings and sixpence for kidnapping and sell-
ing a young woman named Alice Flax. Similarly, in 1684, a couple was 
charged with kidnapping and selling a sixteen-year-old girl and received 
only a twelve-pence fine as punishment. In comparison, a horse thief 
would have been hanged.51

The kidnapped men and women were brought over to become in-
dentured servants. However, in the early years of the colony there were 
a few attempts to kidnap women for wives. For example, in 1618, the col-
ony’s need for wives convinced Owen Evans, a messenger for the Privy 
Council, to kidnap single women and sell them to the female-scarce 
colony. Using a fake royal commission, Evans traveled to Somerset, 
England, and began rounding up women and forcing them onto ships. 
Hundreds of women fled in panic. According to contemporary reports, 
“forty [we]re said to have fled from one parish alone, and so success-
fully concealed themselves that their nearest friends did not know what 
had become of them.”52 Evan’s plan did not succeed. Shortly after ar-
riving in Somerset, his deception was revealed, and he was arrested 
and charged with treason. A few months later, a man named William 
Robinson, a chancery clerk, attempted to organize a similar kidnapping 
scam “to take up  . . .  yeoman’s daughters or drive them  . . .  to serve His 
Maj for breeders in Virginia.”53 Like Evans, Robinson was caught and 
arrested for treason and then “hanged, drawn, and quartered.”54

Evans and Robinson were punished because they had fraudulently 
claimed their actions had royal support. The fact that they had at-
tempted to kidnap dozens of women was almost irrelevant. Kidnap-
ping women was illegal, but the Crown had already demonstrated that 
under the right circumstances forced immigration would be permit-
ted. Consequently, despite the prosecutions of Evans and Robinson, 
it is very likely that the Virginia Company could have requested and 
received permission to conscript female immigrants for marriage to 
the colonists. It is telling that the company never made such a request. 
Although the company accepted kidnapping as a means of acquiring 
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laborers and servants, they appear to have considered the role of wife 
too important to be filled by unwilling and likely disreputable women. 
To achieve their vision of colonial wives, the company sought volun-
tary immigrants who came from good homes and families. However, 
the colony had acquired the reputation as “a misery, a death, a hell,”55 
and thus, most women were disinclined to immigrate. To change their 
minds, the company needed to offer these potential brides significant 
immigration incentives.

Many incentives were monetary. In addition to free passage, each 
woman was given a petticoat, a waistcoat, two pairs of stockings, a pair 
of garters, two smocks, a pair of gloves, a hat and bands, one round 
band, an apron, two pairs of shoes, a towel, two coifs, one “Cros-
cloath,” as well as worsted and yarn for stockings, six pairs of sheets, six 
canvas beds and bolsters, six rugs and six “course sead bedds” (ham-
mocks).56 They were also provided with food and shelter until they 
married.57 Other benefits were less tangible. The company promised 
that the women would be married to freemen, not servants, that their 
husbands would be wealthy,58 and that married households would be 
the first to receive servants. In addition, male colonists marrying the 
Jamestown brides were required to reimburse the company 120 (later 
150) pounds of “good leaf tobacco” to cover the cost of the women’s 
passage.59 This requirement ensured that the potential husbands 
were wealthy, and it is the reason the women are sometimes referred 
to as “tobacco wives.” This payment also guaranteed that the com-
pany would not lose money on the venture. Nevertheless, although 
the company clearly wished to recoup their outlays and even profit 
from the bridal program, the women were not sold. They were free to 
marry whomever they wished, even men too poor to reimburse the 
company.60 In a letter to the Virginia governor, the company wrote 
that they wanted the women married to “honest and sufficient men, 
whose names will reach to present repayment.” At the same time, the 
company also acknowledged that “if any of them shall unwarily or 
fondly bestow her self  . . .  uppon such as shall not be able to give pres-
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ent sattisfaction” they should be permitted to do so, and that chosen 
husbands should be “compelled to pay” only once they have the abil-
ity.61 Clearly the company wanted reimbursement, but the Jamestown 
brides were not sold to the highest bidder.

The Jamestown brides were free to marry poor men, yet such 
unions were unlikely. Seventeenth-century marriages were primarily 
economic bargains. The subordinate legal status of women meant that 
pragmatic considerations defined their marital decisions. As historian 
Amanda Vickery has noted, during this period “the length of a man’s 
rent roll remained the ultimate aphrodisiac.”62 Three hundred years 
earlier, the seventeenth-century Prior of Sennely-en-Sologne made 
a similar observation. He complained that his parishioners “get mar-
ried out of financial interest rather than any other inclination” and 
that “[m]ost of them, when looking for a bride, only ask how many 
sheep.”63 In fact, at this time, economic considerations were so impor-
tant that love could be viewed as an inconvenience. In 1690, Elizabeth 
Freke attempted to arrange the marriage of her son to the daughter of 
an earl, and she became greatly annoyed when he fell in love with the 
girl, because she believed it hurt her bargaining position. According 
to Freke, the girl’s family “found my son so taken with the young lady 
that they would have made us their servants in being paymasters to 
the young couple.  . . .  They found my son’s inclination so far fixed 
towards this lady that they resolved to bring me to any terms.” Freke 
nevertheless refused their terms and halted negotiations.64

The Jamestown bridal program benefited from the fact that 
seventeenth-century women frequently based their marital decisions 
on financial considerations. Most of the Jamestown brides came from 
modest backgrounds,65 and their penury would have made marriage 
difficult. Many of the women would have needed to spend years in ser-
vice before earning the funds necessary to establish a household.66 In 
fact, a number of the brides were already working as servants when they 
signed up with the company. Marital immigration offered these women 
an alternative to years of servitude.67 It also meant they could marry 



Lonely Colonist Seeks Wife  •  23

younger.68 Although the average age of marriage for Englishwomen 
overall was twenty-six,69 Jamestown brides averaged just twenty.70 
Whether these benefits outweighed the risks is a difficult question, 
yet in some instances even the increased risks associated with colonial 
life could turn out to be beneficial. For example, although the Chesa-
peake colonies were riddled with malaria, dysentery, and influenza,71 
the morbid upside was that most marriages were short and highly ad-
vantageous for surviving widows. In the southern colonies, the average 
marriage lasted barely fifteen years, and “the chances were only one in 
three that a marriage would last ten years.”72 If it was the woman who 
survived, generous property and inheritance laws could leave her sig-
nificantly better off than her English counterpart.

Seventeenth-century England operated under the system of feme co-
vert, or coverture, which means “covered woman.” Coverture was the 
idea that upon marriage, a woman’s independent legal identity gets sub-
sumed or “covered” by her husband’s.73 Due to this doctrine, married 
women in England could not hold property in their own name, alter or 
dispose of property without their husband’s consent (even if such prop-
erty was their own inheritance), or make wills or appoint executors 
without their husband’s agreement.74 In the colonies, married women’s 
rights were vastly different. In many of the colonies, particularly those 
with the greatest scarcity of women, married women were given prop-
erty rights on par with those of their husbands. For example, in 1619, 
the members of the Virginia House of Burgesses specifically asked the 
Virginia Company to set aside parcels of land for both the male colo-
nists and their wives.75 They explained that “[i]n a newe plantation it is 
not knowen whether man or woman be the most necessary,”76 and they 
wanted to ensure sufficient incentives to lure both types of colonists. 
A similar request was also made to set aside a parcel of land specifi-
cally for the Jamestown brides.77 The land would have been known as 
“Maydes Town,” but it was never distributed. Shortly after the request 
was submitted, Indians raided the colony and a substantial percentage 
of the colonists, including many of the Jamestown brides, were mas-
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sacred.78 Life in the Virginia colony was undeniably dangerous, yet the 
potential rewards, particularly for women, were substantial.

Land grants to female colonists and the fact that skilled female work-
ers earned the same wages as their male counterparts are just a few ex-
amples of the greater gender equality in the early colonies.79 In Studies 
in the History of American Law, historian Richard Morris describes the 
colonial period as a golden age for female independence when colonial 
women “were attaining a measure of individuality and independence 
in excess of that of their English sisters.”80 Morris even suggests that 
women enjoyed more freedom during the colonial period than they 
would in later centuries, when Victorian ideas about separate spheres 
increasingly relegated women to the home. This last claim is conten-
tious,81 but most historians agree that women in Maryland, Virginia, 
and South Carolina—the states with the fewest women—had greater 
access to economic and public roles than their English counterparts.82

Some colonial wives became prosperous by obtaining the status of 
feme-sole trader, which gave them the right to sue and be sued, conduct 
business, enter into contracts, sell real property, and wield the power 
of attorney.83 However, the majority of colonial women who became 
wealthy did so through inheritance. Colonial widows typically inher-
ited more than the one-third life estate required under English dower 
law.84 If there were no children, most women inherited the whole es-
tate outright, and even when there were children colonial husbands 
still tended to give all or a major part of the estate to their widows for 
life.85 In contrast, English widows frequently received no more than 
their dower rights, and even when they did, their control over this ad-
ditional property was often limited to their period of widowhood or 
until the children came of age.86 There were a number of other ways co-
lonial women obtained greater control over their wealth and property 
than Englishwomen. For example, colonial widows commonly served 
as executrixes of their late husband’s estates,87 and at least some women 
used this power to delay paying their husband’s other heirs (often their 
own children) so that they could enjoy a greater portion of their hus-
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band’s estate for longer.88 Similarly, colonial widows often were the 
guardians of their minor children and were placed in control of their 
inheritance.89 In England, guardians were almost always men.

Colonial inheritance practices and the high mortality rates left many 
colonial women quite wealthy.90 In fact, in 1634, the Maryland legis-
lature found the growing wealth of widows so concerning that they 
proposed a bill that would have required any “female inheriting land 
[to] marry (or remarry) within seven years of possession or forfeit her 
claim.” Given the growing power and influence of colonial women, it 
is not surprising that the bill was defeated.91 Many wealthy widows 
had no desire to remarry, but those who did had their choice of hus-
bands.92 In England, there were approximately nine males for every 
ten females.93 In contrast, in Virginia, men outnumbered women six to 
one.94 Not surprisingly, this gender disparity greatly influenced the role 
of women in the southern colonies. A 1666 advertisement for the South 
Carolina colony promised that “[i]f any Maid or single Woman have a 
desire to go over, they will think themselves in the Golden Age, when 
Men paid a Dowry for their Wives; for if they be but civil, and under 50 
years of Age, some honest Man or other, will purchase them for their 
Wives.”95 A 1660s promotional pamphlet seeking female servants for 
the Maryland colonists also emphasized the benefits of the colony’s 
gender disparity, noting that few women would need to complete their 
full period of indenture because men wishing to marry them would 
quickly buy out their tenure.96 As these ads demonstrate, scarcity made 
colonial women valuable. At a time when women had few legal rights 
and were almost entirely dependent on men, colonial immigration in-
creased their economic and social status. The breach of promise case 
brought against Cicely Jordan forcefully demonstrates this fact and 
shows the significant power wielded by colonial women, particularly 
with regard to marriage.97

In 1623, Cicely Jordan was living in the Virginia colony when her 
husband died unexpectedly. A few days after his death, she accepted 
the marriage proposal of Reverend Greville Pooley. However, in order 
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to avoid the implications of impropriety surrounding an engagement 
arranged so soon after her husband’s death, Jordan asked Pooley to 
keep their betrothal a secret. Pooley agreed, but then quickly broke his 
promise and began broadcasting their engagement about the colony.98 
Jordan was incensed, called off the engagement, and accepted the pro-
posal of another suitor.99 The jilted Pooley then sued Jordan for breach 
of promise.100

The evidence against Jordan was substantial. Pooley claimed that he 
and Jordan had entered into a marriage contract by using “such words 
or speech tending to a contract of marriage at one time as might en-
tangle or breed scruples in their consciences.”101 He then produced a 
witness, Captain Madison, who testified that he heard Jordan agree to 
marry Pooley and heard Pooley speak the words of the marriage con-
tract for himself and for Jordan.102 In addition, two other witnesses 
also testified that they had heard Jordan state that Pooley “might have 
fared better had he not revealed [the engagement].”103 Nevertheless, 
despite this persuasive evidence, the Virginia Council, the governing 
body that heard the case,104 refused to issue a decision.105 The council 
stated that it could not determine “so nice a difference,”106 and referred 
the case to the Virginia Company in London.107 Then, like the council, 
the company also declined to issue an official decision. Eventually, the 
case was delayed so long that Pooley was forced to withdraw his suit, 
and because there was no verdict in his favor, he was ordered to post a 
five-hundred-pound bond ensuring that he would never have any claim 
to Jordan or her property.108

Breach of promise cases arise when one party breaks off an en-
gagement and the jilted party believes that he or she has been un-
fairly treated and harmed by the loss of the intended marriage.109 In 
seventeenth-century England, it was rare for men to initiate these suits. 
Women filed the majority of them because they were typically the ones 
most injured by a failed engagement.110 Nevertheless, in the Virginia 
colony, this situation was reversed. Pooley initiated the breach of prom-
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ise suit because he was harmed by the lack of marriage; Jordan easily 
found another fiancé.

Pooley’s evidence should have been more than enough to rule 
against Jordan. Under English law, it was well established that a pres-
ent declaration of a future intent to be married was enough to form a 
binding contract.111 It was also well established that jilted men could 
be entitled to significant damages.112 For example, in the 1698 Eng-
lish case Harrison v. Cage & Wife,113 the male plaintiff, Harrison, was 
awarded four hundred pounds after his fiancée had a change of heart. 
On appeal, the former fiancée argued that a man is not advanced by 
marriage and thus the damages were excessive. The court rejected this 
argument and reaffirmed long-standing precedent that men could be 
harmed by failed engagements.114 In female-scarce Virginia, the harm 
of a broken engagement was undeniable and Pooley should have easily 
won his suit. Nevertheless, neither the Virginia Council nor the Vir-
ginia Company was willing to rule against Jordan. Instead, their inac-
tion represented a tacit recognition of women’s power in the colonial 
marriage market.115

After the Pooley case, the council passed a law expressing disap-
proval of Jordan’s actions and indicating a strong desire to deter subse-
quent women from breaking their engagements.116 The new law stated,

Whereas, to the great contempt of the majesty of God and ill exam-
ple to others, certain women within this colony have,  . . .  contracted 
them[selves] to two several men at one time, whereby much trouble 
doth grow between parties, and the Governor and Council of State 
much disquieted. To prevent the like offense to others hereafter, it is 
by the Governor and Council ordered in Court that every minister give 
notice in his church, to his parishioners, that what man or woman so-
ever shall use any words or speech tending to the contract of marriage, 
though not right and legal, yet so may entangle and breed struggle in 
their consciences, shall for the third offense undergo either corporal 
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punishment, or other punishment by fine or otherwise according to the 
guilt of the persons so offending.117

Although the law was intended to serve as a stern rebuke to Jordan and 
women like her, its actual impact was minimal. The penalties did not 
apply until the “third offense,” and even then the law stated only that 
the offender would “perhaps” be subject to corporal or other punish-
ment.118 The toothlessness of the law was demonstrated when, shortly 
after the Jordan case, another colonial woman, Eleanor Spragg, con-
tracted herself to two men at one time,119 and was simply forced to 
issue a single, public apology.120 Following Spragg’s offense, the law was 
revised again. The new version decreed that any person who entered 
a contract “of marriage to several persons, shall be whipped or fined 
according to the quality of the persons offending.”121 This change also 
had little practical effect.

In one telling example, Virginia colonist William Roscoe persuaded 
his fiancée Sarah Harrison to sign a written contract promising to 
marry him. Then, shortly thereafter, Harrison jilted Roscoe and mar-
ried the Reverend James Blair. Although there was undeniable proof 
of an engagement, Harrison received no punishment.122 Regardless of 
the actual written laws, colonial women like Harrison were often able 
to create their own marital rules. In fact, not only did Harrison jilt Ros-
coe without consequence, she was permitted to amend the traditional 
wedding vows during her 1687 wedding. According to witnesses, when 
the clergyman marrying them asked for her promise to obey, Harrison 
answered, “No obey.” When the question was repeated, she replied “No 
obey” again. After the third refusal, the reverend acquiesced to her de-
mands and performed the ceremony with no mention of the promise 
to obey.123

As the above examples demonstrate, colonial women had signifi-
cantly greater power and control over their marital choices than did 
women in England. They lived in a community where they were valued 
and given access to wealth and power,124 and by immigrating to the 
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colonies, the Jamestown brides could take advantage of these benefits. 
Nevertheless, these women are often remembered as victims. In her 
2008 book, From Eve to Dawn, feminist writer Marilyn French provides 
the following description of the Jamestown brides’ arrival: “[T]he gov-
ernment decided to shanghai a hundred or so ‘young and uncorrupt’ 
girls, force them aboard a ship, and sell them as wives to Virginia men 
for the cost of their passage. Ninety girls were impressed in 1620, fifty 
more in 1621–22; all were soon married, but men clamored for more, 
insisting they needed women to wash their clothes and nurse them. 
Through terrorism and rape, the sex ratio became three men to every 
woman.”125 By describing the Jamestown brides as victims, French re-
fuses to acknowledge the possibility that the women came willingly 
or that becoming a mail-order bride could be a rational or even wise 
decision.126 Instead, she simply describes the Jamestown marriages 
as a form of prostitution and/or human trafficking.127 French’s inac-
curate description confuses instances in which Englishwomen were 
kidnapped with the willing immigration of the Jamestown brides. 
However, despite this serious mistake, French is correct that marital 
immigration can become exploitative when governments fail to protect 
mail-order brides. A comparison between the experiences of two other 
sets of women, the French filles du roi and the Louisiana corrections 
girls, starkly highlights this fact. It also demonstrates that long after 
Jamestown, colonial governments continued to use mail-order mar-
riage to help displace Indian people and acquire Indian lands.
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The Filles du Roi

Between 1663 and 1673, nearly eight hundred Frenchwomen immigrated 
to New France as brides for the male colonists.1 Known as the filles 
du roi, or “king’s daughters,” these women were recruited to help solve 
the colony’s population problem.2 The colony had spent years hoping 
to increase immigration, but most French perceived Canada as remote 
and dangerous and had no interest in immigrating.3 Moreover, reports 
from the colony seemed to justify these fears. In 1627 the colony’s gover-
nor described the colonists as living in constant terror of Indian attacks: 
“They are everywhere. They will stay hidden behind a stump for ten 
days, existing on nothing but a handful of corn, waiting to kill a man, or a 
woman.  . . .  [T]he Iroquois are not content to burn the houses, they also 
burn the prisoners they take, and give them death only after torturing 
them continually in the most cruel manner they can devise.”4 Not sur-
prisingly, few Frenchmen, let alone Frenchwomen, wanted to risk their 
lives in a poorly defended settlement surrounded by a dangerous enemy.5 
Consequently, by the mid-seventeenth century, more than half a century 
after the founding of Quebec, New France remained almost entirely male 
and was populated so sparsely that it resembled more an outpost than a 
colony.6 Moreover, as the neighboring American colonies began to flour-
ish, the slow growth in New France became particularly concerning.7

The problems inhibiting growth in New France resembled those 
the Virginia colony had experienced a generation earlier. A lack of mar-
riageable women led most French colonists to view their time in the 
colony as temporary,8 and nearly three-quarters returned to France 
within a few years.9 This population loss was further compounded by 
the fact that many of the remaining colonists married native women 
and abandoned the colony to live with their wives’ tribes.10
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By the time the filles du roi arrived, desertion to the Indian tribes 
had become a significant problem. However, initially intermarriage had 
been encouraged as part of the French plan to assimilate the indigenous 
people. New France was founded with the expectation that significant 
numbers of Canadian Indians would convert to Christianity and be-
come French citizens. The 1627 New France charter stated that “savages 
who will be led to the faith and to profess it will be considered natural 
Frenchmen, and  . . .  will be able to come and live in France when they 
wish to, and there acquire property, with rights of inheritance and be-
quest, just as if they had been born Frenchmen, without being required 
to make any declaration or to become naturalized.”11 Prevailing ideol-
ogy taught that Indian people were both culturally and religiously de-
ficient, and colonial leaders presumed they would be eager to become 
French citizens. Intermarriage was therefore encouraged to increase 
the assimilation of native women.12 In fact, the French government 
was so confident that large numbers of Indian women would convert 
to Christianity and become French that they even provided dowries 
for these prospective brides.13 Nevertheless, assimilation proved much 
more difficult than anticipated, and the fund was never used.14 Accord-
ing to Marie de l’Incarnation, the Ursuline Mother Superior charged 
with converting Indian women, “It [was] a very difficult thing, not to 
say impossible to Frenchify or civilize [Indian girls]. We have more ex-
perience in this than anyone else, and we have observed that out of a 
hundred who have passed through our hands we have scarcely civilized 
one.”15 French conversion efforts proved to be a failure, but even as 
missionaries struggled to convert natives, many colonists found the 
draw of Indian culture irresistible. Men abandoning the colony to live 
with their Indian wives eventually became so common that the term 
ensauvagement (meaning to become savage) was coined to describe the 
phenomenon.16

Deserting male colonists were drawn to the Indian way of life and 
the allure of Indian women. At the same time, many Indian women 
were equally eager to marry Frenchmen. Indian women married to col-
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onists frequently served as intermediaries between the tribe and col-
ony, and this enabled them to boost their prestige and authority within 
the tribe.17 Intermarriage could also help women avoid traditional 
customs they might dislike such as wife swapping or sororal polygyny, 
the practice among certain tribes of a man marrying two or more sis-
ters.18 Most important, because women greatly outnumbered men in 
many tribes, intermarriage enabled those who would have otherwise 
remained single (and of low status) to become wives and mothers.19

Intermarriage benefited both parties, so it is not surprising that hun-
dreds of male colonists and Indian women married. By 1679, Intendant 
Jacques Duchesneau estimated that between five and six hundred male 
colonists had deserted for Indian villages. One year later, this figure 
was estimated at eight hundred. By comparison, the entire population 
of New France at this time was fewer than ten thousand individuals.20 
The rate of intermarriage in New France was so high that one Canadian 
historian has even suggested that any Canadian “whose family arrived 
before the 1760s is probably part Aboriginal.”21

Deserting colonists hampered the colony’s growth, but even more 
worrisome to the colonial government was the betrayal this abandon-
ment represented. Men choosing the Indian way of life were seen as 
traitors to the colonial enterprise. In some cases, this treason was literal. 
In 1556, a French-Indian relationship had almost destroyed the French 
colony in Brazil. According to New France chronicler Marc Lescarbot, 
a French interpreter in the Brazil colony had “married a Savage woman, 
[and led] the most filthy and Epicurean manner of life.” Then, “in order 
to live after [his] desires,” he conspired “to destroy the colony” by mur-
dering its leaders.22 In the end, it was only a co-conspirator’s last min-
ute change of heart that averted the murders.23

Similarly, in the seventeenth century, the English prevented French-
men from aiding the New France colony by exploiting the loyalty 
conflicts created by intermarriage. Many French colonists had mar-
ried Iroquois women and were living with the Iroquois tribe in an 
area located along the border between the French and English colo-
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nies. However, the Iroquois and the English were military allies, and 
the English convinced the tribe’s full-blooded members to forbid in-
termarried Frenchmen and their mixed-race children from interacting 
with or aiding the French colony. Specifically, English Colonel Thomas 
Dongan warned the Iroquois to closely monitor the Frenchmen and 
“take yt Care yt they goe not to Canida but that they shall live Close by 
your Castles or in yr Castles.”24 Intermarriage thus forced these men to 
choose between their country and their tribe.

Despite these examples, most intermarried Frenchmen were never 
driven to openly betray New France. Still, simply by abandoning the 
settlement, they committed an intolerable act of disloyalty. Their de-
sertions were correctly understood as a rejection of both French civi-
lization and Christianity, and as such they threatened to undermine 
the justification for the entire colonial enterprise. Like most coloniz-
ing powers, France rationalized colonization as a religious obligation. 
Citing Christ’s command to “go throughout the world and preach the 
gospel to all creatures,” the French began settling in North America and 
intermarriage was initially encouraged as a means “to expel idolatry, 
and to polish the barbarous ways of the Gentiles.”25 When it became 
clear that white/Indian relationships had the opposite effect, support 
for these marriages disappeared. In fact, Jesuit missionaries were some 
of the earliest and most vocal opponents of intermarriage.

In 1637, a group of Jesuit missionaries and Huron Indians met to dis-
cuss intermarriage between the male colonists and Huron women. The 
Hurons were highly enthusiastic about these unions and informed the 
Jesuits that the intermarried “French traders were proving to be quite 
good Hurons.” When the Jesuits heard this, they were appalled. For 
them, the purpose of intermarriage was “to make [the Indians] like us, 
to give them the knowledge of the true God.”26 After this meeting, re-
ligious support for intermarriage disappeared.27 Similarly, as colonial 
leaders began realizing that intermarriage was aiding the ensauvagement 
of the French colonists rather than the assimilation of the Indians, they 
also abandoned intermarriage efforts and began concentrating on ways 
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to increase the immigration of single Frenchwomen.28 The result was 
the filles du roi program.29

This program was premised on the belief that despite the high rates 
of intermarriage, most colonial men preferred the physical and cultural 
attributes of European women. Contemporary descriptions of Indian 
women were highly unflattering. Many accounts state that the animal 
grease they used to coat their hair and bodies, a combination of bear fat 
and skunk oil,30 made them smell revolting. As one Jesuit priest noted, 
it made the Iroquois “smell to us like carrion.”31 Other descriptions 
disparaged the women’s physical appearance. One particularly uncom-
plimentary description was provided by colonist Samuel Hearne with 
regard to Chipewyan women, whom he described “as destitute of real 
beauty as any nation I ever saw,” adding that some were the “perfect an-
tidotes to love and gallantry.”32 Given such descriptions, it is easy to see 
why the colonial leadership was confident they could reduce desertions 
by increasing the immigration of Frenchwomen to the colony. This was 
also the immigration plan favored by the king.

Colonial leaders supported the filles du roi plan, but they had ini-
tially hoped for a general increase in state-sponsored immigration. In 
1666, three years after the first brides arrived, colonial leaders asked the 
king to send more immigrants of all kinds. He refused. Jean-Baptiste 
Colbert, the king’s minister of finance, explained that “[i]t would not 
be prudent [for the king] to depopulate his Kingdom as would be nec-
essary in order to populate Canada.” Instead, Colbert assured the lead-
ers that “the Country will become populated gradually, and, with the 
passing of a reasonable amount of time, will become quite consider-
able.”33 The French government recognized the colony’s population 
difficulties but was not interested in sending large numbers of immi-
grants. Instead, it sought to increase the population of New France al-
most entirely through the “natural” means of childbirth, and this was 
the role of the filles du roi.

Given the importance of the filles du roi, it is not surprising that 
the French government was involved in nearly every aspect of their 
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journey.34 In France, governmental authorities managed the recruit-
ment and immigration of the women, and the king paid for their trans-
port to the colony.35 Upon arrival, the intendant greeted and settled 
the women, and when they married, the French government provided 
them with a dowry.36 In addition, outlays for dowries and the program 
in general were substantial. Each bride received at least 50 livres,37 many 
received 100, and at least two women were given 600.38 Adding this 
sum to the cost of recruitment and transportation, historian Guillaume 
Aubert has estimated that the government spent between “12,570 livres 
and possibly more than 33,000 livres” on each filles du roi.39 Altogether, 
he estimated the cost of recruitment and transportation between 1664 
and 1669 to have been more than 410,000 livres.40 Adjusted to today’s 
rates, the “real price” of the project was about $6.4 million, but the “eco-
nomic cost” of the project, measured as the project’s relative share as a 
percentage of the output of the economy or GDP, was over $1 billion!41

Jean Talon, Bishop François de Laval, and several settlers welcome the king’s 
daughters upon their arrival. Painting by Eleanor Fortescue-Brickdale. Wiki-
media Commons.
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The purpose of the filles du roi program was to prevent desertions 
and increase the population of New France. Therefore, it is not sur-
prising that significant funds were expended and that the women were 
selected with great care. The most important criteria for a filles du roi 
were youth (the majority were between the ages of twelve and twenty-
five) and health.42 In his first letter delineating the selection criteria 
for the filles du roi, Intendant Talon wrote that the women should 
be of “ages suitable for procreation, and most of all that they be very 
healthy.”43 After easily recruiting the first group of women for the pro-
gram, Talon’s requirements increased. Attractiveness was added to the 
list, and experience performing household chores was also requested.44 
In a letter to Colbert, Talon wrote, “All the king’s daughters sent to New 
France last year are married, and almost all are pregnant or have had 
children, a testament to the fertility of this country. I strongly recom-
mend that those who are destined for this country [next year] be in no 
way unattractive or have anything repugnant in their appearance, that 
they be healthy and strong, for the work of the country, or at least have 
some skill in household chores.”45

Most of Talon’s new requests were also easily met. Once again, the 
arriving brides were healthy and fertile.46 In fact, studies indicate that 
this group of women, already picked for their perceived fertility, ac-
tually became more fertile once they settled in Canada.47 One of the 
women, nineteen-year-old Catherine Paulo, married a farmer named 
Etienne Campeau and gave birth to fifteen children.48 Another bride, 
twenty-nine-year-old Mathurine Thibault, married a recent widower 
and toolmaker and had six children.49 However, more telling than 
the birthrate of any one woman is the fact that genetic studies of the 
modern French Canadian population indicate that the filles du roi and 
their husbands were responsible for two-thirds of the genetic makeup 
of over six million people.50 Colbert’s prediction proved prescient. 
Through marriage and childbirth these few hundred women became 
the foremothers of millions of French Canadians.51
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Talon’s request for pretty women also seems to have been fulfilled. 
According to legend, the renowned beauty of Quebec women de-
rives from the fact that the boats carrying the king’s daughters arrived 
in Quebec first. The Quebec men, who had the first chance to woo 
and marry the arriving women, chose the prettiest, whose exceptional 
beauty was then passed down to their descendants.52 This story may 
be somewhat apocryphal (and women in Trois-Rivières and Montreal, 
both further up the river, undoubtedly object), but it is significant be-
cause the fact that the filles du roi were considered pretty indicates 
that their decision to immigrate was not an act of desperation. Under 
the harsh conditions of seventeenth-century France, sick or destitute 
women were rarely renowned for their beauty. These pretty women 
decided to immigrate because they viewed marital immigration as an 
opportunity rather than a last resort. This idea is also supported by the 

The arrival of the French girls at Quebec. Watercolor by Charles William Jef-
fery. Wikimedia Commons.
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fact that Talon’s third request, that the women come from the “coun-
try,” was not achieved.

Talon correctly believed that women raised in the country would be 
better prepared for the harsh conditions of frontier life.53 However, the 
opportunities offered by marital immigration were more attractive to 
city women.54 Cities are more likely to have people looking to change 
their situation, and therefore, despite Talon’s request for country girls, 
it is not surprising that the majority of the filles du roi came from urban 
locales.55 Many of these women had lost their fathers or came from 
large families56 and lacked the economic resources to secure good mar-
riages.57 Marital immigration alleviated this problem, and the French 
government’s financial help actually put them in a privileged position 
compared to the average immigrant who arrived without any govern-
ment assistance.58 In addition, although most of the filles du roi came 
from modest backgrounds, a few were members of wealthy families, 
including some noblewomen. Despite their differences, the women all 
shared the belief that their best marital prospects lay in the New World.

That many of the filles du roi came from lower-class backgrounds 
was expected. However, even the program organizers were shocked by 
the number of noblewomen interested in immigrating. In a 1667 letter, 
Talon describes the recently arrived filles du roi: “They send us eighty-
four girls from Dieppe and twenty-five from Rochelle; among them are 
fifteen or twenty of pretty good birth; several of them are really dem-
oiselles, and tolerably well brought up.”59 A few years later, the number 
of noblewomen increased further and actually surpassed the quantity 
of available husbands. In 1669, Talon had asked Colbert to send three 
or four aristocratic girls for some of the single officers, and Colbert re-
sponded by sending fifteen. An annoyed Talon then testily informed 
Colbert that “[i]t is not expedient to send more demoiselles. I have had 
this year fifteen of them, instead of the four I asked for.”60

The filles du roi program clearly appealed to both lower- and upper-
class women, and even some married women took advantage of this 
opportunity. In Talon’s letter to Colbert requesting young, pretty, and 
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skilled women, he also asked for proof of marriageability, writing that 
it would be “good to have [the filles du roi] accompanied by a certifi-
cate from their Pastor or a local judge who can vouch for their being 
free and marriageable.”61 Some of the first group had husbands back 
in France, and Talon’s request refers to the scandal that occurred when 
their marital status was revealed.62 Talon had been greatly dismayed 
by this deception, but it actually reflects favorably on the program. At 
a time when divorce was unattainable and women had little access to 
money or property, marital immigration gave some the opportunity to 
leave unhappy marriages and begin again.63

These examples demonstrate that a wide range of women hoped to 
benefit from mail-order marriage. At the same time, most recognized 
that such marriages were risky. Marital immigration involved moving 
to a foreign land and marrying a stranger, and French property law, 
which deprived married women of their separate property, exacerbated 
these risks. Under the French legal system known as the Coutume de 
Paris, which was adopted by New France, “all of a married couple’s as-
sets, earnings, and debt were held jointly” but solely controlled by the 
husband.64 The husband also had the exclusive right to dispose of any 
property his wife brought into the marriage. Consequently, although 
the filles du roi received dowries for marrying, they risked losing these 
funds, as well as any other property they brought with them, once they 
actually married.65 In order to avoid this problem,66 more than 82 per-
cent of the women signed marital contracts ensuring they retained at 
least some of their separate property after marriage.67

Consider the contract between fille du roi Marie Grandin and colo-
nist Jean Beaudet. This agreement guaranteed that Grandin would re-
tain her dowry from the king and half of her other premarital property:

The future husband [spouse] gives to his future wife [spouse] the sum 
of three hundred livres tournois to be taken first [before any debts of 
the marital community are paid] from their assets available at his death. 
With this in mind he mortgages [or guarantees] his assets [hypothèque 
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ses biens]. In addition, he takes [the future wife] as his spouse with all of 
her rights and all of the assets she presently possesses and those which 
she might obtain in the future through inheritance or otherwise. He 
also recognizes that his future spouse possesses three hundred livres 
tournois, which she adds to their legal possessions [leurs avoirs]. Of this 
sum, one hundred and fifty livres will belong to them in common and 
one hundred and fifty livres will always be the property of the future 
bride and of those who inherit from her, as will the fifty livres that the 
King gave to her to incite her to get married.68

The protections in the Grandin/Beaudet contract were fairly typical 
of filles du roi contracts. However, some arrangements were consider-
ably more favorable to the potential bride. For example, before fille du 
roi Isabelle Hubert married colonist Louis Bolduc, she had him sign a 
contract containing a provision guaranteeing her five hundred livres 
worth of property in the event of separation.69

Hubert’s contract provided significant protection against the uncer-
tainties of marriage, but such an agreement would have been almost 
unheard of in France. According to Canadian economist Gillian Ham-
ilton, in communities where potential brides and grooms share simi-
lar social and economic backgrounds, women are unlikely to receive 
contract terms more favorable than already existing property laws.70 
On the other hand, Hamilton notes that in communities where women 
were both scarce and valued, contracts protecting women’s property 
rights are standard. According to Hamilton, “contracts [a]re anticipated 
in cases where women [a]re [considered] exceptional,” which she de-
fines as having “high outside value, especially if high relative to their 
husbands’.”71 The fact that so many filles du roi signed marital con-
tracts indicates that these women were highly valued and that because 
of their high value, they were able to protect themselves from some of 
the uncertainties inherent in marrying a stranger.

The filles du roi traveled halfway across the world to marry strang-
ers. Nevertheless, by the time these couples said their vows, most of 
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them were no longer strangers. When the filles du roi agreed to im-
migrate, they were promised the right to choose their partner and the 
right to refuse any suitor.72 Therefore, although the male colonists were 
eager to marry, the women often took their time. In fact, they waited 
an average of five months before marrying.73 Marie de l’Incarnation, 
the Ursuline nun who supervised many of the filles du roi courtships, 
portrayed the contrast between the eager male colonists and the more 
cautious women, writing that the men were so excited to woo the ar-
riving women that “[n]o sooner  . . .  have the vessels arrived than the 
young men go to get wives.”74 In contrast, she described the women as 
much more restrained. L’Incarnation noted approvingly that the wom-
en’s first concern was whether the men had somewhere to live because 
they understood that “men who were not established suffered a great 
deal before they could lead a comfortable life.”75

L’Incarnation’s description shows that the filles du roi’s marital deci-
sions were based on practical concerns. Nevertheless, because the filles 
du roi had the opportunity to get to know their potential husbands, 
they actually had a greater chance of marrying for love than did most 
seventeenth-century Frenchwomen. In France, couples had limited 
opportunities to spend time together before a marriage. There were 
few public occasions to meet outside of church, and social events were 
infrequent. In fact, the first social “ball” was not even held until 1667.76 
In contrast, the filles du roi had so much time to get to know their po-
tential spouse that many actually changed their minds. Among these 
women broken engagements were common, and some went through 
multiple fiancés before choosing a husband. For example, one woman, 
Catherine Gateau, first signed a marriage contract with Abraham Al-
bert in October 1671. One month later she annulled her contract with 
Albert and signed one with Vivien Jean. She then annulled that one as 
well. However, two weeks later she changed her mind again, revalidated 
the marital contract with Jean, and finally married him. Another fille du 
roi, Catherine Le Roux, signed and then annulled one marital contract 
so that she could enter into a second contract with her former fiancé’s 
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brother. Overall, at least 10 percent of the filles du roi signed a marriage 
contract with a man other than their eventual spouse.77

The king had promised the filles du roi that they would not be 
forced into marriage. This provided them with the time and oppor-
tunity to change their minds. It also enabled some to refuse marriage 
altogether. Most filles du roi eventually married, but approximately 4 
percent chose to remain single, and this is particularly significant given 
the fact that this was a right colonial men did not enjoy.78 In 1668, Col-
bert wrote to Talon complaining about a group of men who had re-
fused to marry and suggesting that “[t]hose [men] who may seem to 
have absolutely renounced marriage should be made to bear additional 
burdens, and be excluded from all honors; it would be well even to add 
some marks of infamy.”79 Talon agreed with Colbert and quickly issued 
an order stating that male colonists who did not marry after the arrival 
of the bride ships were forbidden from hunting, trading, or even enter-
ing the woods.80 When men like Montreal bachelor Francois Lenoir 
violated this edict, they were presented with a choice. In Lenoir’s case 
he was told to either marry after the next bride ships arrived or sur-
render one hundred fifty livres to the church of Montreal or the hospi-
tal.81 Not surprisingly, Lenoir was married within the year.82 However, 
Lenoir was not the only reluctant groom. Therefore, in addition to 
punishing single colonists, colonial leaders also began providing mon-
etary incentives to encourage them to marry.

Initially, these marriage bonuses were offered only to specific men 
whom the colony hoped to retain. For example, between 1665 and 1668, 
the colony spent six thousand livres to encourage “four captains, three 
lieutenants, five ensigns, and a few minor officers to settle and marry.”83 
In one case, Captain de la Mothe received sixteen hundred livres for 
marrying and settling in New France.84 Then, in 1668, the French gov-
ernment began considering a more general policy of marital encourage-
ment. In a letter to Talon, Colbert wrote, “I pray you  . . .  to commend 
it to the consideration of the whole people, that their prosperity, their 
subsistence, and all that is dear to them, depend on a general resolution, 
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never to be departed from, to marry youths at eighteen or nineteen 
years and girls at fourteen or fifteen; since abundance can never come 
to them except through the abundance of men.”85 Two years later, the 
king decreed that “all males who marry before the age of twenty, and 
all females before the age of sixteen, will receive twenty livres on their 
wedding day to be known as the ‘King’s gift.’”86 The king also instituted 
rewards to encourage large families. Specifically, Canadians with ten 
living children were entitled to a pension of three hundred livres annu-
ally, those with twelve living children four hundred.87

The arrival of the filles du roi made these monetary marriage incen-
tives possible, but this was not the only way the French government 
encouraged marriage. Long-standing rules and practices that could hin-
der marriage were ignored or relaxed during this period. For example, 
women who immigrated as indentured servants were often permitted 
to break their contracts in order to marry.88 Similarly, widows were not 
punished for speedy remarriages. In fact, New France marriage records 
show that “four out of ten” widows remarried before the prescribed 
nine months,89 and at least one remarried before her first husband was 
even buried.90 In addition, it was common for widows to have sexual 
relations before remarrying, and many of these widows were visibly 
pregnant at their weddings.91

Even prostitution could be forgiven if the woman subsequently de-
cided to marry and start a family. The infamous fille du roi Catherine 
Guichelin spent years as a prostitute and had multiple children out of 
wedlock. In France a woman like Guichelin would have been consid-
ered unmarriageable and likely imprisoned, but in New France she was 
simply forced to leave Quebec City.92 Moreover, when she eventually 
tired of prostitution, she had little trouble finding a husband or being 
accepted as a respectable member of colonial society.

In France, widows who remarried too quickly or had sex during 
the mourning period would have risked chivaree, the French custom 
of humiliating and often physically harming or even killing couples 
who failed to follow approved social mores.93 However, in the colony, 
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female-directed punishments were rare. In fact, as misogyny became 
increasingly deadly in parts of Europe, New France stood out as a ref-
uge for many persecuted women.94

In the seventeenth century, Europe was undergoing sweeping reli-
gious transformations, and many French Catholic women were drawn 
to the radical ideas of the Counter-Reformation and the possibility of a 
more active role in religious life.95 Some of these women began estab-
lishing organizations devoted to practicing the contemplative life. Oth-
ers started creating new lay associations to encourage female piety and 
charity. However, these attempts to gain religious autonomy resulted 
in a swift and deadly backlash. Many male religious authorities accused 
these women of demonic possession, and witch burnings and exor-
cisms became widespread. Religious women were also cloistered to 
limit their influence. Nevertheless, within this fearsome environment, 
New France became a sanctuary. In New France, religious women were 
welcomed, witch trials and exorcisms were nonexistent, cloistering 
was far less rigid and soon discarded,96 and women’s right to catechize, 
questioned in France until the late seventeenth century, was taken for 
granted as soon as missionary women appeared in the colony.97 More-
over, although most of these religious women would never marry, the 
fact that they were eager to immigrate, were treated with respect, and 
were given power and influence undoubtedly influenced nonreligious 
women’s perception of the colony.98

New France provided a female-friendly environment for women 
seeking greater marital control and personal independence. Unfortu-
nately, this history was quickly forgotten, and by the early eighteenth 
century, descriptions of the filles du roi as loose women and sexual 
commodities began to proliferate.99 In 1703, thirty years after the arrival 
of the last bride ships, the French writer La Hontan, who never saw the 
filles du roi, provided a description of their arrival:

[S]hips were sent out freighted with girls of indifferent virtue, under 
the direction of a few pious old duennas, who divided them into three 
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classes. These vestals, were, so to speak, piled one on the other in three 
different halls, where the bridegrooms chose their brides as a butcher 
chooses his sheep out of the midst of the flock. There was wherewith to 
content the most fantastical in these three harems; for here were to be 
seen the tall and the short, the blond and the brown, the plump and the 
lean; everybody, in short, found a shoe to fit him.100

La Hontan’s description is inaccurate. Great care was taken to ensure 
both the virtue of the filles du roi and their willingness to immigrate. A 
1670 letter from Colbert to France’s archbishop of Rouen, clearly states 
that the girls were to come voluntarily. He specifically directs the arch-
bishop to seek “[i]n the parishes about Rouen  . . .  fifty or sixty girls 
[who] might be found who would be very glad to go to Canada and be 
married. I beg you to employ your credit and authority with the curés 
of thirty or forty of these parishes to try to find in each of them one or 
two girls disposed to go voluntarily for the sake of settlement in life.”101 
Court records of the period also demonstrate that the filles du roi were 
neither prostitutes nor criminals. Out of more than seven hundred 
women, only five (a number that includes Catherine Guichelin) faced 
accusations of adultery, prostitution, or debauchery.102

La Hontan may have had little interest in promoting the true story of 
the filles du roi. In fact, he is well known for his fabulous fabrications. In 
his memoir chronicling his time in North America, La Hontan recounts 
his “discovery” of a river stretching from the Mississippi to the Pacific 
and describes traveling the crocodile-filled Ohio rivers. He also details 
his encounters with a tribe of bearded Indians living on islands in the 
Great Lakes who, according to La Hontan, rowed two hundred oared 
canoes, lived in buildings three stories tall, and followed a king who 
lived in a palace where he was attended to by hundreds of servants.103 
Given his history of embellishment, it is more than likely that La Hon-
tan intentionally sensationalized the story of the filles du roi’s arrival.

It is also possible that he confused these women with the filles de 
joie, Frenchwomen taken from Paris’s overcrowded prisons and sent to 
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a number of the French colonies, particularly the French islands of the 
Caribbean.104 Many of these women were contemporaries of the filles 
du roi.105 Confusing mail-order brides with prostitutes and other traf-
ficked women has a long history, and even today a quick Google search 
reveals numerous sources that still refer to the filles du roi as prosti-
tutes.106 At the same time, there is a monumental difference between 
mail-order brides like the filles du roi and the prostitutes and other 
criminals who were routinely forced to immigrate to the American 
colonies against their will. The filles du roi immigrated voluntarily and 
were enticed and protected, and this is what made the program suc-
cessful for both the women and the colony. In contrast, colonies that 
compelled female immigration experienced vastly different outcomes. 
An examination of female immigration to the Louisiana colony starkly 
demonstrates the dissimilarity between mail-order brides like the filles 
du roi and trafficked women like the Louisiana “corrections girls.” This 
scrutiny also shows why mail-order marriage and female trafficking are 
so often perceived as interchangeable.
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Corrections Girls and Casket Girls

The female immigration program in Louisiana was initially similar to 
those of the other early American colonies.1 Like Virginia and New 
France, Louisiana had problems attracting colonists and suffered a 
severe gender imbalance. Louisiana first attempted to address this 
problem by encouraging intermarriage. However, as time went on 
and Frenchwomen were increasingly unwilling to move to the danger-
ous and disease-ridden colony, Louisiana turned to a policy of forced 
immigration. The conscription of female immigrants was disastrous for 
Louisiana, starkly highlighting the extreme difference between mail-
order brides, women such as the filles du roi and the Jamestown wives 
who were protected and valued, and trafficked women.

The Louisiana colony, like New France a half century earlier, had 
first attempted to cope with the lack of female immigrants by encour-
aging intermarriage between male colonists and native women. In 
1699, Pierre Le Moyne, Sieur d’Iberville, the founder of the Louisiana 
colony, requested and received permission from King Louis XIV “to 
allow the French who will settle in this country to marry Indian girls.”2 
D’Iberville and the other early leaders of Louisiana believed intermar-
riage would help assimilate the local Indian tribes and stabilize the 
colony. However, it quickly became clear that these marriages were 
actually producing an opposite effect.3 According to Commissary 
Jean-Baptiste du Bois Duclos, “successful” intermarriages occurred 
“not because [the wives] had become Frenchified, if one may use that 
term, but  . . .  because those who have married them have themselves 
become almost Indian, residing among them and living in their man-
ner, so that these Indian women have changed nothing or at least very 
little in their manner of living.”4 Colonial leaders began forbidding re-
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lationships with Indian women, but such efforts proved mostly inef-
fective. With few Frenchwomen available, large numbers of colonial 
men continued deserting in order to pursue relationships with native 
women.5

One sympathetic Louisiana officer explained these desertions by 
stating, “The sauvagesses are easy, the climate stimulating, and the 
young men, for the most part Canadians,  . . .  are said to be very vig-
orous.”6 Another contemporary observer noted, “[T]he hunters and 
backwoodsmen who are of strong and vigorous age and temperament 
and who like the sex, not finding any who can hold them, are wanderers 
among the Indian nations and satisfy their passions with the daugh-
ters of these Indians.”7 The effect of such desertions was staggering. By 
1706, there were more than 110 desertions,8 and the remaining colonists 

Pierre LeMoyne d’Iberville. Wikimedia Commons.
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numbered fewer than 200 individuals.9 This tiny population could not 
care for itself and relied on help from neighboring Indian tribes, pro-
ducing even more desertions.

During the winter months, many colonists, including entire gar-
risons, were forced to live among the Indian tribes in order to avoid 
starvation. Unsurprisingly, a fair number of these colonists developed 
close relationships with Indian women. In his memoir, colonist Andre 
Pénicaut described wintering in a local Indian village in 1706. He and 
his fellow colonists were warmly embraced by the entire tribe: “the 
men as well as the women and girls, all [were] delighted to see us come 
to stay with them.” Pénicaut was housed with the chief ’s family and 
noted that he “received every possible favor,” including the attentions 
of the chief ’s daughters. According to Pénicaut the “two daughters  . . .  
were the most beautiful of all the savage girls in the district. The older 
one was twenty; she was called Oulchogonime, which in their language 
means the good daughter. The second was only eighteen, but was much 
taller than her older sister. She was named Ouilchil, which means the 
pretty spinner.”10 Close proximity led Pénicaut, as well as many other 
colonists, to develop romantic feelings for these beautiful women. In 
Pénicaut’s account of that winter he refers to a kiss between the older 
daughter and a fellow colonist, stating, “I was not so sorry about this 
as I would have been if it had been the younger daughter kissing him.” 
In the spring, Pénicaut and his fellow colonists were recalled to the 
colony, all of them “quite melancholy.” According to Pénicaut, the only 
thing that “consoled [the men] for the loss of the favors of the girls” 
was the fact that they returned to the colony just as a new shipment of 
French wine arrived. Nevertheless, wine was insufficient to entice all 
the colonists back to Louisiana. Even after the recall, a significant num-
ber of colonists remained with their Indian hosts. Governor Bienville, 
who had assumed leadership after d’Iberville’s death, vowed he would 
bring back all “the Frenchmen who are scattered among the Indians” 
and forbid them “to live there as libertines under the pretext that they 
have wives among them.”11 However, there was little Bienville could ac-
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tually do to force the men back to the colony, and this became increas-
ingly problematic as the surrounding English population continued to 
grow.12

Desertions to the Indian villages severely hampered the colony’s 
growth and made it militarily vulnerable, but population concerns were 
not the only reason colonial leaders objected to white/Indian relation-
ships. As it became increasingly clear that few Indian wives would assim-
ilate and join the colony, racial fears started to infiltrate the discussion 
of interracial marriage. Opponents of intermarriage began arguing that 
Indian assimilation was impossible because the vices of Indian people 
were genetic and unchangeable. According to this view, intermarriage 
was dangerous and must be prevented because it mixed “good” blood 
with “bad” and degraded the former. Moreover, since this “bad blood” 
was considered more potent, the children of these mixed marriages 
would also be unsuitable additions to the colony.13 Commissaire Du-
clos epitomized these racist concerns when he declared that interracial 
relationships must be prevented because of “the adulteration that such 
marriages will cause to the whiteness and purity of the children.”14 He 
then warned that without an influx of white women, “the colony [risked 
becoming] a colony of mulastres [people of mixed race].”15

Duclos recognized that colonial officials lacked the power to actually 
prevent white/Indian intermarriages, but he hoped that by increasing 
the number of Frenchwomen in the colony, the incidence of intermar-
riage could be drastically reduced. Other colonial leaders shared these 
beliefs. As a result, Louisiana’s mail-order marriage program, initially 
intended to complement and even aid interracial marriages, was soon 
seen as the best means of preventing these marriages. Whiteness even-
tually became the most important marriage criterion, and as a result 
colonial leaders were increasingly willing to overlook almost every-
thing else in their quest to increase the number of white women in the 
colony.

Initially, Louisiana’s bridal recruitment was similar to that of New 
France. The Louisiana colony was established in 1699, and shortly 
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thereafter d’Iberville made his first request for brides. In a letter to the 
French government, d’Iberville wrote, “If you want to make something 
of this country, it is absolutely necessary to send this year some families 
and a few girls  . . .  who will be married off shortly after their arrival.” 
D’Iberville repeated this request every year until 1704,16 when King 
Louis XIV finally approved the plan, agreeing that it was not benefi-
cial for his colonists to be alone.17 The first brides sent to Louisiana 
resembled those who had preceded them in the colonies of Jamestown 
and New France. The women were chosen for their virtue and piety 
and with the hope that they would have many children and help in-
crease the colonial population.18 In a letter regarding the initial group 
of brides, Louis Phélypeaux de Pontchartrain, the chancellor of France, 
informed Bienville of the women’s departure and of their good charac-
ter. His letter also indicates that the immigration of French mail-order 
brides was initially intended to help assimilate Indian women and make 
them more suitable for intermarriage. He wrote,

His majesty sends by that ship [Le Pelican]19 20 girls to be married to 
the Canadians and others who have begun habitations at Mobile in or-
der that this colony can firmly establish itself. Each of these girls was 
raised in virtue and piety and knows how to work, which will render 
them useful in the colony by showing the Indian girls what they can 
do, for this there being no point in sending other than of virtue known 
and without reproach. His majesty entrusted the Bishop of Quebec to 
certify them, in order that they not be suspect of debauch. You will take 
care to establish them the best you can and to marry them to men ca-
pable of having them subsist with some degree of comfort.20

The “Pelican girls” arrived in 1704, and most were quickly mar-
ried.21 However, although the women were similar to those who had 
previously immigrated to Jamestown and New France, it quickly be-
came clear that the Louisiana colony’s commitment to these women 
was vastly different. Unlike these other colonial mail-order brides who 
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came with some knowledge of the difficulties awaiting them, the Peli-
can girls were enticed with lies. In addition, while the filles du roi were 
well provided for when they reached New France, the struggling Loui-
siana colony could barely prevent them from starving.

In order to increase the number of women interested in immigrating, 
the French government had described Louisiana as a flourishing col-
ony, flowing with milk and honey,22 and teeming with well-established 
and successful men.23 They were promised the colony was “well provi-
sioned,” and that they would be leaving Paris for a life of ease in Louisi-
ana.24 In fact, life in Louisiana was presented as a kind of prize, but the 
reality was nothing like this fictional utopia.25

Upon arrival, it became clear that the women would not be living the 
life of ease they had been promised.26 Three of the women immediately 
died from disease, and the rest discovered they had arrived during one 
of the colony’s “starving times.”27 In addition, despite the promise of 
rich husbands, only three of the women were “well married” and the 
rest had to accept inferior marriage prospects. Appalled by the govern-
ment’s deception, the women instigated a protest, known as the “petti-
coat insurrection.”28 They demanded the lives they had been promised, 
and some even boarded boats to force their way out of the colony.29 
However, when the French sea captains steadfastly refused them pas-
sage, it became clear the women were effectively prisoners.30 The Peli-
can girls had been treated appallingly, yet, astoundingly, the colonial 
government viewed their complaints as frivolous.31

In a letter describing the women’s protests, Bienville notes their 
unhappiness, but refuses to acknowledge the seriousness of their 
grievances. In fact, instead of recognizing their legitimate fury at the 
government’s deception, he blames the insurrection on an aversion to 
corn: “The males in the colony begin through habit to be reconciled 
to corn as an article of nourishment; but the females who are mostly 
Parisians have for this kind of food a dogged aversion. Hence, they in-
veigh bitterly against his Grace, the Bishop of Quebec, who, they say, 
has enticed them away from home under the pretext of sending them 
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to enjoy the milk and honey of the land of promise.”32 According to 
Louisiana legend, the women were eventually placated when Bienville 
had his housekeeper teach them Indian methods for cooking and spic-
ing local dishes, supposedly the origin of creole cooking.33 The story 
is charming, but it is doubtful the deceived women were appeased by 
cornbread and hominy. They likely simply resigned themselves to their 
fate.

After recognizing they were effectively trapped, most of the Pelican 
brides married quickly, but one woman, Francoise Marie Anne Boisre-
naud, refused all offers of marriage.34 The Pelican girls had been prom-
ised there would be no forced marriages, and Boisrenaud sought to 
enforce that promise. Her refusal exasperated Bienville, and he quickly 
wrote to Pontchartrain, asking if she could be “oblige[d]  . . .  to do like 
the others since there [were] several good suitors who [were] sighing 
for her.”35 Bienville’s request was denied, but it foreshadowed the ensu-
ing change in the Louisiana bridal program from one of nominal con-
sent to one of outright kidnapping.36

Once word of the terrible conditions in the colony and the Pelican 
girls’ unforgivable treatment made its way back to France, few addi-
tional Frenchwomen were willing to immigrate.37 Nevertheless, the 
need for female immigrants remained as pressing as ever. Male colo-
nists were continuing to desert the colony in droves, and the colony’s 
birthrate was steadily declining.38 At the same time, the formerly strug-
gling English colonies were now flourishing and their rapid expan-
sion presented a growing threat. By 1710, Commissaire Ordonnateur 
d’Artaguiette, the commandant of the struggling Mobile settlement, 
was begging the French government for a new shipment of female im-
migrants. According to d’Artaguiette, the “young men  . . .  need wives. 
I know only this one way to hold them.”39 Eventually d’Artaguiette’s 
request was granted. In 1713, a group of twelve new mail-order brides 
were sent to the colony.

Incredibly, despite the colony’s grave need of female colonists, these 
women were treated appallingly. Contemporary descriptions state the 
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women were “extremely ugly” and “very poor having neither linen nor 
clothes nor beauty.”40 These accounts also claim that at least one of the 
women was seduced or possibly raped during the voyage to Louisiana, 
and that there were rumors that the captain had debauched all twelve.41 
Although the latter accusation was unquestionably false, it was enough 
to ruin the women’s reputations and marriage prospects. As soon as 
the ship landed, the other passengers immediately began spreading ru-
mors about the women and the government did nothing to quell this 
gossip. In fact, once it became clear that few colonists wanted to marry 
these poor, unattractive, and supposedly debauched women, they were 
essentially abandoned. Only three of them married, the rest were for-
saken and left, according to Cadillac, “living in misery.”42

For other potential mail-order brides, the treatment of the 1713 
women was the last straw. The Louisiana colony offered its marital im-
migrants nothing but suffering and unhappiness. The living conditions 
in Louisiana were harsher than those of the New France, and instead 
of protecting female immigrants, the colonial government permitted 
them to be deceived, disrespected, and virtually imprisoned.43 Conse-
quently, it is little wonder that after 1713, even the most desperate single 
women could no longer be convinced to immigrate.44 Louisiana’s bridal 
program proved a failure. However, rather than changing tactics and 
promising new and stronger incentives for female immigrants, French 
officials shipped in thieves and prostitutes to serve as brides for the 
colonists.45

Supporters of Louisiana’s revised immigration plan blamed the 1713 
women’s lack of marriage success on their absence of beauty. They did 
not believe the women’s desperate circumstances or tarnished reputa-
tions were a factor.46 Ordonnateur Duclos exemplified this view when 
he stated that, in the future, more ‘“attention should be directed toward 
the girls’ figures than their virtues. The [colonists] are not very scrupu-
lous about the girls’ past conduct before they desire them, if [the colo-
nists] had found some more attractive to their taste, they would have 
been able to marry them and get themselves established here which 
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would increase the colony.”47 Duclos’s view was accepted and shortly 
thereafter, female prisoners from the Paris penitentiaries began arriving 
in Louisiana.48

Involuntary immigration was common in the eighteenth century, 
and many countries experimented with the forced immigration of pris-
oners. England had sent thousands of unwilling men and women to the 
nearby Virginia colony, but the reaction to their arrival was mixed.49 
Many of the Virginia colonists objected to this policy, and in the late 
seventeenth century they succeeded in outlawing the practice.50 Dur-
ing this period, France had also demonstrated contradictory feeling 
about the immigration of criminals. The king had sent thousands of 
convicts to help populate the French Antilles, but had prohibited com-
pulsory immigration to New France and the Louisiana colony. In 1715, 

Departure of the filles de joie from France. Etching by Pierre Dupin à la Wat-
teau. Wikimedia Commons.
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King Louis XIV died and Philippe d’Orléans became regent. Shortly 
thereafter, France’s previous aversion to forced immigration to Louisi-
ana disappeared.51

Regent d’Orléans was known for his loose morals and constant 
debauchery, and perhaps it is not surprising that the colony’s leaders 
were able to convince him to lift the ban on criminal immigration to 
the Louisiana colony. The pope had referred to d’Orléans as a “godless 
regent,” and in his memoirs Sir Nathaniel Wraxall described d’Orléans 
as “undoubtedly one of the most immoral and profligate men whom 
we have beheld in modern ages.” According to Wraxall, “The orgies of 
the ‘Palais Royal’ probably exceeded in depravity as well as in enormity 
everything of the same kind ever enacted in France. The incestuous 
fables of antiquity, and the unnatural amours of Cinyras and Myrrha, 
which we read with horror in Ovid, the revolting stories of Alexander 
VI and his daughter Lucretia Borgia, were universally believed to have 
been realised in the persons of the Duchess de Berri and the Abbess de 
Chelles with their own father [d’Orléans].”52

In 1717, d’Orléans repealed the ban on forced immigration and 
France began rounding up women from orphanages, poor houses, and 
penitentiaries and sending them to Louisiana as wives for the male 
colonists.53 Many of these women had no intention of becoming colo-
nial wives. The new “recruits” differed greatly from the colony’s previ-
ous marital immigrants, and their arrival was anything but stabilizing. 
The majority had been taken from the Hôpital Général du Paris, which 
housed prostitutes and criminals as well as poor women and orphans.54 
Most were sickly and suffered from malnutrition, many were infected 
with venereal disease, and others were highly dangerous criminals.55 
One of the new arrivals had supposedly murdered fifteen people. How-
ever, in other instances, the arriving woman’s only crime was having an-
gered the wrong person. During this period, it was not uncommon for 
individuals to falsely denounce their enemies or neighbors, yet because 
female immigrants were so desperately needed, little effort was taken 
to verify these charges before shipping the accused off to the colony.56
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The compulsory immigration of Frenchwomen was unconsciona-
ble, but what happened to many of the women before they departed for 
Louisiana is equally horrific. Some were forcibly married to male pris-
oners bound for the colony, while others were chained and marched 
across France as a warning to other potential criminals. Hundreds died 
on these treks. In 1719, 150 female prisoners rioted to avoid the march 
and forced immigration to Louisiana. Six of them were shot, a dozen 
more were wounded, and the rest spent the winter starving, ill clothed, 
and housed in freezing conditions. In the spring, the survivors were 
shipped to the colony.57 In total, approximately 7,000 women were de-
ported to the colony, but most never made it. The majority died on the 
forced marches and perilous sea voyage. Only 1,300 actually arrived in 
the colony, of whom only 178 remained alive in 1721.58

The women who arrived in Louisiana after 1715 had been kidnapped 
and abused, and it is not surprising that large numbers refused to 

Woman being released from Salpêtrière. Painting by Tony Robert-Fleury. 
Wikimedia Commons.
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marry. Many returned to France as soon as possible.59 Others decided 
to remain in the colony and resume their previous criminal ways.60 
Prostitution quickly became rampant as these “correction girls,” a term 
frequently used to describe the women sent from the Paris prisons, 
settled in the colony.61 One of the largest shipments of correction girls 
occurred in 1721, when eighty-eight new “brides” arrived in Louisiana. 
Most had been inmates of La Salpêtrière, the infamous Paris prison, 
and their arrival was highly disruptive.62 Regarding these women, Bien-
ville wrote, “Since the 4th of March, nineteen of them have been mar-
ried off. From those who came by the Le Chameau and La Mutine, ten 
have died. So that fifty-nine girls are still to be provided for. This will 
be difficult, as these girls were not well selected.  . . .  Whatever the vigi-
lance exercised upon them, they could not be restrained.”63 As Bien-

Transport of inmates from Salpêtrière. Painting by Étienne Jeaurat. Wikime-
dia Commons.
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ville’s letter indicates, Louisiana’s experiment with forced immigration 
did not produce the abundance of marriageable women the colonial 
leaders had expected. Nevertheless, just when the problems of forced 
immigration looked like they would overwhelm the colony, a different 
group of female immigrants known as “the casket girls” supposedly ar-
rived and helped save the colony.

The casket girls, or filles à la cassette, were the antithesis of the “cor-
rection girls.” They are said to have been a group of modest young 
Frenchwomen so named because of the small chests in which they car-
ried the linens, clothes, caps, chemises, stockings, and so on they had 
been given for their new life in the colony. Descriptions of the women 
portray them as beautiful and virtuous, as coming from nice, middle-
class families and having excellent homemaking skills.64 In addition, 

Embarkment of the casket girls, or cassette girls, holding the small chests or 
cassettes in which they carried their clothes and personal belongings. The 
Historic New Orleans Collection, Acc. No. 1974.25.10.40.
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the women are routinely described as highly sought-after but also 
vigilantly protected from disrepute.65 Most accounts state they were 
permanently accompanied by three watchful nuns (sometimes the 
number is six), and a contingent of armed guards.66 In addition, one 
well-known story about the casket girls states that the women were in 
such demand that a duel was nearly fought over the last one.67 In short, 
these girls are typically depicted as an enhanced version of the filles du 
roi. They are the personification of female beauty and virtue, and, not 
surprisingly, nearly every prominent Louisiana family claims a casket 
girl as an ancestor.68 Nevertheless, despite numerous descriptions of 
these women, there is no actual record of their arrival, and it is likely 
they never existed.69

The Louisiana casket girl legend may have originated from the 
colony’s practice of providing free passage and a trousseau to women 
willing to accompany their husbands and fathers to the colony.70 It is 
also possible that the story emerged from the handful of instances in 
which single women directly asked the colony to finance their immi-
gration. Either way, this small number of immigrant wives and daugh-
ters, and even smaller number of single women, had little impact on the 
colonial population. They cannot be the legendary casket girls, yet the 
other female immigrants arriving during this period are even less likely 
candidates. Most of these women were neither beautiful nor virtuous, 
and in many instances their presence actually endangered the colony’s 
survival. For example, contemporary descriptions of the duel that was 
almost fought over the last “casket girl” actually portray the woman as 
more “a guardsman” than “a girl” and hardly an innocent maiden.71 Simi-
larly, a 1725 account of the colony’s female population provided by the 
Council of Louisiana depicts the colony as overrun with criminals and 
prostitutes,72 and suggests “the necessity of purging the colony of  . . .  a 
number of women of bad life who are entirely lost.”73 In 1727, La Chaise, 
the French commissioner sent to check on the colony,74 echoed the 
council’s sentiments and bemoaned the large numbers of unmarried 
women “ruining the colony.” La Chaise described these women as “use-
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less” and claimed they “do nothing but cause disorder.” Like the council, 
La Chaise also recommended returning these women to France.75

The women described by the council and La Chaise are clearly not 
“casket girls,” and this may be why many descriptions of the casket 
girls state that they did not arrive until 1728.76 However, historical re-
cords show only one ship with women, Ursuline nuns, arriving at that 
time.77 It appears that the casket girls were merely a myth created by 
Louisianans who did not like the truth of their ancestry.78 Still, this 
legend is significant because it provides an egregious example of the 
long-standing and frequent practice of conflating trafficked women and 
mail-order brides. Louisiana began with a real mail-order bride pro-
gram, then turned it into a system to kidnap and traffic women, and 
then obscured this history with a fabricated story about mail-order 
brides. The actual history of Louisiana’s female immigration program 
reveals that the correction girls were not mail-order brides and that the 
problems they endured resulted from the fact that Louisiana’s “bridal 
program” was actually a governmental policy to exploit and kidnap fe-
male immigrants.

Comparing the bridal programs of New France and Virginia with 
that of Louisiana demonstrates that when bridal immigration is vol-
untary, protected, and incentivized, it benefits both the brides and the 
state. It also shows that when marital immigrants are not protected 
such immigration becomes exploitation, in the worst cases traffick-
ing. Modern discussions of mail-order marriage tend to ignore these 
distinctions and view all mail-order brides as desperate or trafficked.79 
Laws enacted for the protection of mail-order brides also rely on this 
assumption.80 Missing from these accounts, however, is the recognition 
that mail-order marriage can be both a sensible and a deliberate choice. 
The history of the early colonial mail-order brides shows that, when 
mail-order marriage is encouraged and protected, it provides a valuable 
opportunity for women to shape their own marital destinies.

Early mail-order bride programs benefited women and aided the 
process of colonization by helping to stabilize colonial populations 
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and encourage growth. Then, once the colonial period ended, mail-
order marriage largely disappeared. Over the next century, there was 
little need for large-scale mail-order bride programs. The American 
population was increasing naturally, and western expansion proceeded 
through incremental changes to the western border. However, once the 
pace of expansion increased, particularly after the 1849 gold rush, mari-
tal immigration reemerged. In America’s western territories, mail-order 
brides were once again recruited to help cement transient populations 
and propel population growth and like their predecessors, frontier 
governments often provided female immigrants with substantial legal, 
monetary, and political incentives. Consequently, mail-order marriage 
once again became an attractive option for many eastern women.
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Well Disposed toward the Ladies

Mail-Order Brides Go West

On February 2, 1849, Eliza Farnham published a newspaper advertise-
ment seeking “intelligent, virtuous and efficient” women, “persons 
not under twenty-five years of age,” to marry California’s forty-niners. 
Interested applicants were asked to provide “satisfactory testimonials of 
education, character, capacity, etc.” from clergymen or town authorities 
and to furnish $250 for their transport.1

Farnham’s ad appeared shortly after the first reports of life in the 
gold rush mining camps began making their way back east. In these 
reports, the camps and mining towns were depicted as overflowing 
with wild men and teeming with lawlessness and debauchery.2 The 
public found these reports troubling, but for Farnham, who had inher-
ited property in California and was preparing to move there with her 
two young sons, such reports were particularly alarming. Nevertheless, 
rather than abandon her inheritance, Farnham decided to try to reform 
California’s errant miners.

Long before Farnham suggested sending mail-order brides to Califor-
nia, she was already a well-known social reformer. In 1844, her lectures 
on abolition, women’s rights, social philosophy, and penal reform led to 
her appointment as the matron of Sing Sing’s women’s prison. While at 
Sing Sing, Farnham earned praise for her sweeping prison reforms and 
gained literary prominence for the two books she published. The first 
was her biography, Life in Prairie Land, detailing the years she lived on 
the Illinois frontier. The second was her criminal treatise, Rationale of 
Crime, which argued against viewing criminals as evil.3 Given her back-
ground in criminal and social reform, it is not surprising that when Farn-
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Eliza Farnham’s advertisement for her California Association of American 
Women. California Historical Society. Gift of Mrs. George Dunlap Lyman in 
memory of her husband, January 1951.



Well Disposed toward the L adies  •  65

ham was faced with the prospect of moving to lawless and debauched 
California, she quickly proposed a plan for improvement. Farnham be-
lieved that California’s problems stemmed from a lack of women and 
she hoped that marital immigration could reform the miners and make 
California hospitable for respectable families like her own.

California, like the earlier French and English colonies, was not de-
void of women. Many native women lived throughout the territory. 
However, once the gold rush began, the sex ratios in California changed 
drastically. In 1849, there were at least three men for every woman. This 
ratio increased to nearly seven men per female by 1852 and was skewed 
even further if only white women were considered.4 Such a dramatic 
gender imbalance should have led to a high number of white/Indian 
intermarriages, but unlike colonial settlers, the California miners rarely 
took Indian wives. Census records from the 1850s show few mixed mar-
riages, and stories from the period convey a sense of both repugnance 
and fear regarding these relationships. One well-known story about the 

Violence during the California gold rush. Library of Congress.



66  •  Well Disposed toward the Ladies

dangers of white/Indian relationships involved a miner named Buck-
skin Jack. After a disagreement, Jack killed the brother of his Indian 
consort. Shortly thereafter, the woman sought revenge and attempted 
to murder Jack in his sleep. After hearing of the attempt on his life, 
Jack’s neighbors were so terrified that they ordered all the local “squaw 
men” to get rid of their Indian women. These men complied without 
protest.5

Though intermarriages were uncommon in California, the rape or 
forced concubinage of Indian women was widespread. In an article 

Eliza Farnham. Collection of New-York Historical Society.
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conveying the frequency of such assaults, the Alta California newspa-
per noted that where men could not “obtain a squaw by fair means, 
[they would] not hesitate to use foul.” They would “drag off the squaw” 
and “knock down her friends” if they interfered. Hundreds of Indian 
women were forced to flee into the mountains “to avoid the violence of 
men who, under the influence of liquor, [would] not hesitate to do any 
deed.” In fact, whole families were routinely driven from their “homes 
in the dead of winter by crowds of drunken men,” intent on rape.6

The assaults on Indian women also increased other types of violence 
between Indians and white settlers. For example, when a white man 
named “Big Tom” kidnapped an Indian woman from the Nisenan tribe 
and refused to return her, the woman’s tribe attacked and killed Tom. 
Tom was chopped into hundreds of little pieces, and the other whites in 
Big Tom’s camp were also murdered.7 In that case, the woman was res-
cued and able to rejoin her tribe, but many other Indian women died at 
the hands of their white assailants. Throughout the 1850s, thousands of 

An Indian woman, named Umentecken, defending herself against a violent 
trapper. An illustration in Frances Fuller Victor’s Eleven Years in the Rocky 
Mountains, a biography of mountain man Joe Meek.
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Indian women were subjected to horrific assaults and deprivation, and 
when the 1860 census was published, it clearly reflected the fact that the 
female Indian population in parts of California had been decimated; 
in almost every age cohort for every county, Indian men substantially 
outnumbered Indian women.8

Eliza Farnham’s mail-order marriage proposal was not intended to 
directly address the problem of Indian assaults, but it was related. Farn-
ham recognized the dangers posed by large groups of young, transient 
males and believed that marriage and family life were the best solution 
for defusing this volatile situation. Her views on the reforming power 
of marriage were an outgrowth of her involvement in the domestic 
feminism movement.9 Domestic feminism specifically advocated the 
restorative power of marriage and sought to achieve a more valued and 
powerful position for women by emphasizing women’s ability to re-
deem society through their role as wives and mothers.10 Adherents be-
lieved that social welfare work was simply an extension of motherhood 
and, as a result, sought to expand women’s roles beyond the home and 
family.11 For Farnham, marital immigration was a way to carry out the 
goals of domestic feminism. Women who went west to marry would be 
able to use their influence as wives and mothers to convince Califor-
nia’s miners to abandon wickedness, embrace the role of moral citizens, 
and ultimately transform Californian society.

The ideas of the domestic feminism movement that motivated 
Farnham were well known, but they were also controversial. A decade 
after she published her mail-order bride ad, Farnham would attend the 
eighth annual Women’s Rights Convention and provoke outrage when 
she presented a speech regarding the “superiority of women.” Farnham’s 
marriage plan contains hints of her radical views regarding the role of 
women, and it also skirted the line of respectability in other ways, par-
ticularly by making the potential brides come to the men. Only a few 
years earlier, in 1837, a number of papers expressed outrage when “[a]n 
impudent Yankee who has wandered into Indiana, and squatted down 
upon a piece of land” sent a letter to a friend asking him to “send one 
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hundred girls” to join him and his fellow settlers out west. According 
to the papers, the man wanted one of the women for himself and prom-
ised to find husbands for the “other ninety and nine.”12 After hearing 
of the request, the Burlington Free Press issued the following scathing 
admonishment:

Now this is one of the coolest pieces of impudence that we have seen 
for a long time. “Bring on your potatoes” said the laborer to the mas-
ter, “and I will dig them for you.” “Bring on your girls,” says the Yankee 
hoosier, “and I will marry them.” And this to the fastidious girls of New 
England and that

“Must be wooed,
And not unsought be won.”
But that is not all—he must, “the Sabaryte,” have his first choice out 

of a hundred—and then will find husbands for the “poor rejected.” 
Hard times and emigration may bring the New England girls to change 
some of their manners, but they have not come to that yet. They are not 
going to look out for customers at that distance, and say with the city 
advertiser, “orders from the country gratefully received.”13

Given this reaction to the “Yankee hoosier,” there was the real pos-
sibility that Farnham’s plan would be similarly dismissed, and after it 
was announced, there were sporadic grumblings of unseemliness. For 
instance, the Edgefield Advertiser wrote, “We know not what notions 
others may have of female propriety; but to our taste and judgment 
there is something unfeminine in this enterprize, which attaches some 
degree of vulgarity to the fair sex.”14 On the whole, however, such criti-
cisms were surprisingly rare. Instead, Farnham’s proposal was greeted 
with widespread approval.15 Supporters rallied behind her. Nineteenth-
century luminaries such as the poet William Cullen Bryant, publisher 
Horace Greeley, and the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher all praised 
and encouraged her endeavor,16 and the renowned novelist Catharine 
Maria Sedgwick wrote the following glowing endorsement:
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Mrs. Farnham, the celebrated matron of the Sing Sing prison, is going 
to Boston this week on an enterprise her circular will explain. She is, of 
all women ever created (within my knowledge of God’s works), the fit-
test for the enterprise. She has nerves to explore alone the seven circles 
of Dante’s Hell. She has physical strength and endurance, sound sense 
and philanthropy, earnestness, and a coolness that would say “I know!” 
if [an] angel were to tell her the secrets of the upper world.  . . .  I have 
promised her a letter to Mrs. Minot, who I know will be pleased to see 
so rare a specimen of womanhood, and who  . . .  will appreciate this 
singular woman.17

The project was also praised in numerous newspaper editorials. These 
papers described her mission as a “good one” and waxed eloquent 
about her “moral courage.” The New York Herald wrote, “Her reward 
will be found in the blessings which her countrymen will invoke for her 
when the vessel in which the association is to sail shall have arrived in 
California with her precious cargo.”18 Similarly, the New York Tribune 
praised the expedition, writing that “[a] lady of this State, well known 
for her labors in many a philanthropic cause, is about forming a benev-
olent expedition to California, which cannot but prove of great public 
benefit, in the present unsettled condition of that region.”19 Not sur-
prisingly, the strongest support came from the Californian papers. After 
receiving report of Farnham’s plan, the Alta California wrote, “This is 
most gladdening intelligence of the day  . . .  Eliza Farnham and her girls 
are coming, and the dawning of brighter days for our golden land is 
even now perceptible. The day of regeneration is nigh at hand.  . . .  We 
shall  . . .  prepare ourselves to witness the great change which is shortly 
to follow, with feelings akin to hilarious joy.”20

Part of the support for Farnham’s proposal, particularly in western 
locations, was excitement over the prospect of increasing the female 
population. At the same time, this support also stemmed from the fact 
that although Farnham’s motivations were radical, and the idea of west-
ern bridal immigration novel, large-scale female immigration programs 
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were actually fairly common in the antebellum period and had proven 
highly beneficial.

These programs were first suggested in the 1830s. During this period, 
eastern textile factories had begun reducing wages and laying off fe-
male workers. In the town of Suffolk, Massachusetts, for instance, more 
than five hundred female mill workers were laid off, and the remaining 
workers saw their wages cut by 15 to 25 percent.21 Hundreds of women 
started organizing and striking. In both 1834 and 1836, female mill work-
ers instigated major strikes to protest wage cuts.22 In the West, however, 
wages remained high and there were no similar protests.23 As a result, 
reformers began to view migration as a solution to the East’s labor 
problem.24 Western states also approved of this plan and were eager to 
welcome female immigrants.25

Female laborers joined these expeditions in order to take advan-
tage of the West’s superior employment opportunities. They did not 

A cartoon depicting female scarcity in California. Courtesy of the California 
History Room, California State Library, Sacramento.
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intentionally immigrate to marry, yet most eventually married local 
men. Consequently, the difference between these early female work-
ers and later mail-order brides, many of whom also planned to work 
before marrying and settling down, was small and undoubtedly helped 
proposals like Farnham’s win widespread approval. In addition, the 
seeming familiarity between the two programs also made them more 
appealing to the potential brides.

One of the earliest sponsored expeditions of female workers and 
teachers is described in an 1835 article from the St. Louis Herald. The 
article states,

[A] company of “industrious, capable and intelligent” young women 
are about to start out from Northampton, Mass. for the valley of the 
West. They are  . . .  needed as school teachers, to fill the various me-
chanical employments, which are the province of their sex, and above 
all, are needed as sweeteners of the toil and hardship of our young men, 
who now, in great numbers, are laboring in unblessed loneliness, over 
the vast domains of the West. These young women come out under 
the protection of a gentleman, and we do not hesitate, in the name of 
all that is pure and lovely, to promise them a hearty welcome from all 
classes of our fellow citizens.26

The Herald article does not provide the name of the “gentleman” escort-
ing the female emigrants, but he was likely a member of one of the many 
philanthropic organizations created to finance and accompany women 
willing to move west. From the 1830s until the start of the Civil War, 
philanthropic female emigration societies were commonly proposed 
to remedy state gender imbalances and employment disparities. For 
example, in 1853, the Windham County Democrat published the following 
appeal for funds to start a female emigration society in Vermont:

Not Good For Man To Be Alone:  . . .  Why should there not  . . .  be a 
female emigration fund established here, with a view to restore the so-
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cial equilibrium that has been so fearfully disturbed by the flowing of 
our young men to the great El Dorado of the far west? How can they, 
whose sons and brothers, nephews and wards and neighbors have sepa-
rated themselves from the social and domestic efficacies we have been 
considering—how can such turn their thoughts and charities to better ac-
count, than by making ways and means for repairing, in some degree, the 
perilous disproportion which has thus been created? Sending on those 
necessary elements of social health and prosperity, which by reason of 
their excess, are in danger of corrupting into evil here, and from the want 
of which there is in the nature of things certain to be a vast, manifold and 
hideous growth of evil there. We cannot persuade ourselves to think this 
is a matter that may be safely left to take care of itself.27

A few months later, the Daily Dispatch in Richmond, Virginia, pub-
lished a similar appeal. In an article titled “Female Emigration,” the 
paper wrote,

The New York papers frequently draw terrible pictures of distress 
among the poor female population of that city, some of whom perish 
from absolute want, and others are even tempted into crime by their ex-
treme poverty. Now all this evil might be easily remedied by a proper di-
rection of the run mad philanthropy of the North, and a little common 
sense on the part of the women themselves.  . . .  Let the Women’s Rights 
Society of New York and the Kansas Emigration Society, instead of each 
persisting in a hopeless enterprise, combine their forces and their funds, 
and establish an association for promoting female emigration to Kansas 
or California. Whilst there is such an excess of females in the old com-
munities, there is a great excess of male population in the extreme West. 
A double evil would be abated by such an association—the great want 
of Western society would be supplied, the increasing grievance of the 
New York society would be removed, and at the same time, by dimin-
ishing the excess of female population in New York, the condition of 
those who remain would be improved. Let them go to work, then, for 
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an association of this kind, and raise funds to pay the passage out, of the 
poor needlewomen, provide them temporary assistance on their arrival, 
and facilities for placing themselves in useful positions.28

A description of a third organization, the recently established Women’s 
Protective Emigration Society (WPES),29 was provided by Horace 
Greeley in the New-York Daily Tribune on December 14, 1857. He wrote,

This Society is just organized in this city by a number of ladies and 
gentlemen for the purpose of sending destitute young women and girls 
who are deprived of the means of obtaining their daily bread, to the 
Interior or the West, where they may find employment.  . . .  No rhetoric 
can exaggerate the awful condition of thousands—yes thousands—of 
respectable, industrious, virtuous girls in this metropolis whose wages 
are suddenly suspended, and who are left hopeless and helpless. It is es-
timated there are no less than 7,000 now ready to go West.  . . .  A woman 
may be defined to be a creature who receives half price for all she does, 
and pays full price for all she needs.  . . .  She earns as a child—she pays 
as a man. Besides, her sex, if not barbarous custom, cuts her off from the 
best rewarded callings. Her hands, feet and brain are clogged.  . . .  What, 
then, remains to be done? Simply individual action. Action prompt; ac-
tion liberal, action abundant. There is no time to be lost.30

As the above examples demonstrate, female emigration was seen 
as a way to alleviate the labor unrest in the East and provide western 
states with female workers and eventually wives. Advocates believed 
such emigration was good for women, good for men, and good for 
society, but they did not limit their efforts to the migration of female 
wage earners.31 Many of the most successful female emigration plans 
of the antebellum period involved the emigration of middle-class 
schoolteachers. Like wage-earning women, female schoolteachers also 
had limited employment opportunities in the East but were in high 
demand in the western states.32 Consequently, throughout the 1840s, 
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expeditions were organized to transport female school teachers to the 
“lawless” western territories so that they might provide a religious and 
civilizing influence.33

The most well known of these efforts to bring teachers west was 
a program organized by Vermont’s governor, William Slade.34 In the 
1840s, Slade personally conducted hundreds of teachers, known as 
“Slade’s girls,” to Illinois, Wisconsin, and Iowa, and the program was 
considered an outstanding success. In 1855, the Weekly Indiana State 
Sentinel praised Slade’s achievement: “Governor Slade has distributed 
his Yankee girls over the Union; and wherever one of them has taken up 
her abode, it has been better for society than the planting of a rosebush 
for a garden.”35 As the Sentinel recognized, the women who went west 
as teachers were deeply invested in their new homes and played an in-
tegral part in shaping these communities. One such “Slade girl,” Harriet 
Bishop, became the first schoolteacher in Saint Paul. In a diary entry 
from 1848 Bishop conveyed her pride in her new home: “My how this 
town is growing. I counted the smoke of eighteen chimneys.”36

Slade’s girls and other female teachers came west for work, but it was 
assumed that most would eventually marry local men. In an 1855 article 
about the Oregon “Slade’s girls,” the editors of the Oregon Times noted 
that the women were “all married,” including one who “married our 
late Governor Gaines, and another one, we believe, has been married 
twice.” The editors further added that “[t]his is a great country for Yan-
kee School-marms to thrive in” and wondered “if Ex-Governor Slade 
could not be induced to send us a ‘few more of the same sort.’”37 In 
a 1912 article for the New England Magazine, the Reverend James Hill 
also emphasized the program’s marital success. He wrote, Slade’s girls 
began by “teaching other people’s children and ended by teaching their 
own.”38 He further added that the girls’ contributions as wives were at 
least as important as those they made as teachers. Referring to an Iowa 
regiment that had fought bravely during the Civil War, Hill pointedly 
noted that the brave men who had “saved the day” were “most of them 
Slade’s girls’ boys.”39



76  •  Well Disposed toward the Ladies

Farnham’s emigration proposal was undoubtedly influenced by 
these earlier efforts and their success in bringing single women west. 
She believed that the lawlessness and immorality dominating the west-
ern territories was the direct result of the “the absence of woman,”40 
and that increasing the female population would be “one of the sur-
est checks upon [California’s] many  . . .  evils.”41 Nevertheless, the 
difference between Farnham’s plan and prior ones was that hers cen-
tered entirely on marriage. Previous female emigration advocates had 
viewed marriage as a desirable and likely consequence of female emi-
gration, but Farnham was the first to specifically solicit eastern women 
for marriage to western men. Her mistake, however, was that, unlike 
earlier emigration plans, which had offered potential female emigrants 
significant benefits, her plan was concerned only with aiding men.

In her 1849 ad, Farnham wrote that she was looking for women will-
ing to toil “beside the forty-niners, ‘sympathizing with their successes, 
soothing their disappointments, [and] lightening their burdens.’” In 
addition, she specifically addressed her appeal to middle-class women 
because she believed they would be able to exert the most beneficial 
influence on Californian men. She implored these women to sacrifice 
their eastern comforts, their “seat of luxury by the fireside of an east-
ern home” and their memberships in “the resorts of the gay” in order 
to save western men from sin and debauchery.42 Middle-class women 
were uninterested.

For most middle-class women, eastern comforts were already far 
from comfortable. For example, the relatively affluent Lydia Maria 
Child made the following tally of her year’s housework: “360 dinners, 
362 breakfasts, sitting room and kitchen swept and dusted 350 times, 
lamps filled 362 times, and the chamber and stairs swept and dusted 40 
times.”43 Farnham’s proposal simply offered these women a life of even 
greater drudgery as well as possible danger. Nevertheless, her proposal 
did appeal to working- and lower-class women. For these women, west-
ern emigration offered the possibility of a better life.
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In the antebellum period, life for working-class women was ex-
tremely difficult. Low wages and scarce job opportunities were a con-
stant problem, and rapid industrialization made performing even the 
most basic household chores extremely difficult.44 For instance, most 
working-class homes were located next to the mills and factories and, as 
a result, were frequently coated in thick coal dust that required constant 
cleaning. In addition, even getting enough water for cleaning could be 
difficult. Due to the decisions of city planners and factory owners, 
working-class neighborhoods were typically the last to receive city ser-
vices, so necessities such as running water and garbage pickup could 
be sporadic or nonexistent. In Pittsburgh, for example, women who 
wanted water for their home had to wake up as early as five o’clock to 
ensure they received water before it was diverted to the mills.45 These 
hardships were significant, and many working-class women considered 
the “toil” described by Farnham to be more like a respite.

More than two hundred women, the majority of whom were work-
ing- and lower-class women, ultimately expressed interest in joining 
Farnham’s Association of California Women. However, Farnham was 
not interested in bringing these types of women,46 and her plan did not 
provide the financial assistance they would have needed to afford the 
trip.47 In the end, only three women accompanied her on her journey 
to California, including one who left midjourney to marry the ship’s 
steward, “a lazy, lying, worthless creature,” according to Farnham.48 De-
spite this disappointing result, Farnham’s proposal, and the interest it 
garnered, revealed that eastern women were intrigued by the possibility 
of marital emigration.

Initially, the primary appeal of marital immigration was economic. 
For years, eastern women had watched men go west to “strike it rich,” 
and many undoubtedly hoped to share in this wealth. Nevertheless, as 
time went on, the decision to immigrate was increasingly tied to wom-
en’s desire for greater freedom and equality. By the 1840s, many Ameri-
can women were chafing under America’s harsh coverture laws. In 1848, 
the Married Women’s Property Act was passed, and shortly thereaf-
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ter, the first Women’s Rights Convention was held at Seneca Falls.49 
Consequently, by the time Farnham placed her ad, large numbers of 
American women were already actively seeking to reform marriage and 
increase their marital rights.50 Western states quickly realized that east-
ern women’s discontent with their legal and social position presented 
an unparalleled recruitment opportunity.

In the 1840s, western states began passing legal reforms intended 
to appeal to women dissatisfied with the slow pace of change in the 
East. Notably, in 1849, when California was creating its constitution, 
the delegates decided to forgo the common-law property regime and 
the long-standing doctrine of coverture and replaced it with the civil 
law tradition instead.51 The new California constitution decreed that 
“[a]ll property, both real and personal, of the wife, owned or claimed 
by her before marriage and that acquired afterwards by gift, devise 
or descent, shall be her separate property.”52 This provision was a 
radical reform of the common-law tradition of coverture,53 and it was 
done intentionally to spur female immigration. As delegate and bach-
elor Henry Halleck explained during the constitutional convention, 
“Having some hopes that I may be wedded  . . .  I shall advocate this 
section in the Constitution, and I would call upon all the bachelors 
in this convention to vote for it. I do not think that we can offer a 
greater inducement for women of fortune to come to California. It 
is the very best provision to get us wives that we can introduce into 
the Constitution.”54 Halleck was not alone in thinking that a civil law 
regime benefitting women could incentivize immigration. When de-
scribing California’s property laws to a friend, one early California 
lawyer boasted of “[t]he peculiar character of our laws here in regard 
to women,” adding, “I presume there is no ‘State in the Union’ where 
the laws are so liberal, so just.  . . .  So you see, we are particularly well 
disposed toward the ladies.”55

California’s adoption of civil property law reflected the general feel-
ing among the Californian population that women were valuable and 
that any means of encouraging female immigration should be con-



Well Disposed toward the Ladies  •  79

sidered.56 In one letter home, a California miner wrote, “if you were 
separated from those dear little creatures as I am, you would know how 
to appreciate their value  . . .  you would get married immediately.”57 A 
second miner expressed similar sentiments noting that “[i]t was only 
after leaving home  . . .  and removing to a sphere where she had a bet-
ter opportunity of displaying her power, that I could estimate her real 
worth.”58 These changing attitudes about women’s value also influ-
enced how women viewed their own worth. In 1849, a woman named 
Dorothy Scraggs placed the following advertisement for a husband in 
the Marysville, California, newspaper:

A Husband Wanted
By a lady who can wash, cook, scour, sew, milk, spin, weave, hoe, (can’t 
plow), cut wood, make fires, feed the pigs, raise chickens, rock the cra-
dle, (gold-rocker, I thank you, Sir!), saw a plank, drive nails, etc. These 
are a few of the solid branches; now for the ornamental. “Long time 
ago” she went as far as syntax, read Murray’s Geography and through 
two rules in Pike’s Grammar. Could find 6 states on the Atlas. Could 
read, and you can see she can write. Can—no, could—paint roses, but-
terflies, ships, etc. Could once dance, can ride a horse, donkey, or oxen, 
besides a great many things too numerous to be named here. Oh, I hear 
you ask, could she scold? No, she can’t you, you ___ ___ good for 
nothing___!

Now for her terms. Her age is none of your business. She is neither 
handsome nor a fright; yet an old man need not apply; nor any who have 
not a little more education than she has, and a great deal more gold, for 
there must be $20,000 settled on her before she will bind herself to per-
form all the above.59

Scraggs’s advertisement demonstrates that she was well aware of her 
value as a woman in female-scarce California and California’s new 
property regime ensured she would retain a share of this value. Under 
the laws of coverture, Scraggs would have lost her right to the $20,000 
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she was requesting when she married, but under California’s new con-
stitution it would remain her separate property.

California’s liberal property laws protected married women by giv-
ing them control over their separate property. However, this was not 
the only way California law protected women from the uncertainties 
of marriage. California also instituted liberal divorce laws. In the early 
nineteenth century, divorce was rare and female-initiated divorce was 
virtually nonexistent. As a consequence, women were routinely stuck 
in unhappy or abusive marriages. In many states, it was actually a crimi-
nal act to help a wife leave her husband. In fact, it was not until 1864, in 
Barnes v. Allen, that a court first declared husbands had no cause of ac-
tion against those who helped their wives leave them. In that case, Mr. 
Barnes’s neighbor, Mr. Allen, had helped Mrs. Barnes leave her abusive 
husband. Mr. Barnes then sued Allen for “enticement,” but the Barnes 
court rejected the suit, declaring that a wife is not “the chattel of the 
husband” and cannot be considered his “property.”60

During this period, the law also gave husbands the right to recap-
ture and, in some circumstances, confine a wife who attempted to 
leave.61 The extent of the right to confine a wife was hotly contested, 
but most courts agreed a husband could require his wife to live with 
him and that he was entitled to monetary damages if she left without 
his permission.62 In some cases, controlling husbands used this law 
to obtain a portion of their wives’ separate property. For example in 
1840, a young woman named Jane Swisshelm, left her marital home, 
against her husband’s wishes, to care for her dying mother. After Jane’s 
mother’s death, her husband sued her estate (provided by her recently 
deceased mother) seeking compensation for the loss of her time and 
labor.63 Shortly thereafter, Jane separated from her husband, but it took 
another twenty years before she succeeded in divorcing this cold and 
calculating man.

Feminist reformer Elizabeth Cady Stanton described the inability 
to divorce as the mark of a woman’s slavery, and she stated there was 
“no other slavery so disastrous in its consequences on the race, or to 
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individual respect, growth and development.”64 Consequently, the 
fact that California permitted divorce was a strong incentive for both 
single women as well as unhappily married women to immigrate.65 In 
a gossipy letter to a friend back east, a San Francisco woman named 
Martha Hitchcock remarked on the practical effects of California’s di-
vorce laws. Hitchcock informed her friend that that she had recently 
run into “Col. Stevenson (of the NY regt)” (presumably a mutual ac-
quaintance) who “married a very pretty woman, who got a divorce 
from one husband to marry him.” A few lines later, Hitchcock apprised 
her friend of another recent transplant, “MRs. Bonner, who ran away 
from her husband with a MR. Plume, in Columbus,” and “is living here 
with him, married of course.”66 From her letters, it is clear Hitchcock 
found the frequency of divorce in California somewhat scandalous, 
but many other Californian women happily acknowledged its advan-
tages. Abby Mansur, another Californian woman, cheekily described 
the benefits of California’s divorce laws: “I tell you that the women are 
in great demand in this country no matter whether they are married or 
not you need not think strange if you see me coming home with some 
good looking man some of these times with a pocket full of rocks  . . .  
it is all the go here for Ladys [sic] to leave there [sic] Husbands two 
out of three do it.”67

The combination of easy divorce, strong property rights, and a 
booming economy made California highly attractive to female immi-
grants, and it did not take long before thousands of women had left the 
East Coast to settle in California.68 In a letter dated April 14, 1850, San 
Francisco lawyer John McCracken wrote, “We find we are to enjoy at 
last, what we have so much needed, the sweet, the gentle, the saving 
influence of woman  . . .  we have already arrivals of more than 2,000 
women by sea, many more come across the country. I heard not long 
since of the arrival of an old Lady and her five daughters. They came in 
a wagon and seemed quite happy to think there were such chances to 
get well married.”69 The result of this influx of female immigrants was 
profound. According to the census, between 1850 and 1860, California’s 
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female population increased from 3 percent to 19 percent of the pop-
ulation, or more than 9,000 women.70 Consequently, the sex ratio in 
California changed from 12.2 to 2.4 males per female in the general pop-
ulation, and parity among men and women under thirty.71 Given this 
high rate of female immigration, additional attempts to bring groups of 
brides to California were quickly rendered unnecessary.72 Neverthe-
less, in other parts of the West, natural immigration was still failing to 
produce the desired female population, so new mail-order bride ex-
peditions were proposed, and unlike Farnham’s mail-order bride plan, 
these efforts met with considerable success.

California’s experience with female immigration had demonstrated 
that single women would move west if the incentives were right. Later 
mail-order bride expeditions drew on this experience and offered po-
tential brides rewards large enough to offset the risks. Organizers of 
these later endeavors primarily targeted working-class women, recog-
nizing that they had the most to gain from marital emigration and were 
the most likely to immigrate. One such expedition was organized by 
Archer, Thaddeus, and Samuel Benton to help find wives for the bach-
elors of Albany, Oregon.

In 1864, the town of Albany commissioned the Benton brothers to 
travel back east and convince single women to immigrate.73 The town 
had determined that this was the only effective way to increase its fe-
male population, however, initially, Albany, like many other Oregon 
towns, had believed the availability of good jobs was all that was needed 
to spur female immigration. The Puget’s Sound Herald expressed this 
view in an 1859 description of the state’s numerous opportunities for 
women and urged women to immigrate: “How much better off they 
would be here, as the wives of wealthy and prospering farmers, me-
chanics, professional men and merchants, than they are in their present 
position.  . . .  Immediate employment can be obtained throughout the 
Territories at profitable wages, as milliners, dressmakers, school teach-
ers, seamstresses, laundresses, housemaids, etc., etc. These pursuits are 
all seeking heads and hands to follow them here, at higher compensa-
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tion than is obtained even in California.”74 The article acknowledged 
the substantial expense of immigration, but expressed confidence that 
money would not pose a serious hurdle: “[a]mong the female working 
classes in the States there are some who have means sufficient to enable 
them to come here, and we trust such will come, and leave their places 
to those more needy.” It predicted that “[s]ooner or later the tide of fe-
male emigration will set in. Of this there is no uncertainty” and ended 
with the exhortation, “Don’t be backward but come right along, all you 
who want good husbands and comfortable homes, in the most beauti-
ful country and finest climate of the world.”75

The paper’s optimism regarding the effect of monetary impediments 
proved to be misplaced. The cost of immigration was a significant im-
pediment, and few interested, single women had the financial resources 
to respond to Oregon’s immigration pleas. In 1860, an article from the 
Cincinnati Daily Press noted, “The ninety-five bachelors of Steilacoom, 
Oregon, are still ‘disconsolate’—no girls there for wives in spite of their 
appeal to female emigration.”76 Eventually, a number of Oregon’s bach-
elor towns decided to finance their own bridal expeditions. The bach-
elors would pool their funds and dispatch one or two men back east to 
recruit and accompany the single women back to Oregon.

In 1864, the Benton brothers arrived in Ellicott Mills, Maryland, 
to begin their recruitment. Their choice of Ellicott Mills, a formerly 
prosperous mill town that still boasted a substantial population, was 
not haphazard. Before the Civil War, the town was briefly home to the 
largest cotton mill in America but had fallen on hard times during the 
war. Jobs were eliminated and wages, particularly those of women, were 
cut significantly.77 Many women increasingly found their job prospects 
limited to domestic service.78 Consequently, when the Benton brothers 
printed up flyers advertising “Brides Wanted” and offering free passage 
to the West, their offer garnered significant interest. Hundreds showed 
up for the informational meeting and listened with rapt attention as Ar-
cher Benton described Oregon as “peaceful, tree-filled terrain, endless 
blue skies, and a husband for every widow and spinster.”79
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The opportunities described by Benton were enticing, and many 
women accepted his offer. In her diary entry from the night of the 
information meeting, a young woman named Constance Ranney de-
scribes being dazzled by the promise of Oregon. She wrote, “Such a 
challenge was being presented  . .  .  [and] it struck me. If I don’t do 
this I will spend my entire working life as a servant for the rich here.”80 
Further on in her diary entry, Ranney noted an additional benefit of 
immigration, social equality. She wrote that many of the girls signing 
up were from good families, “the kind of families that would never have 
me in their parlors because I am a servant.” She recognized that such 
distinctions would not matter in Oregon. “In Oregon, we will all be 
the same,” wrote Ranney, “just women looking for husbands. None of 
us any better than the other.” Women like Ranney found the promise 
of social and financial mobility a powerful motivation; by the time the 
Benton brothers left Maryland, more than one hundred women had 
decided to accompany them back to Oregon.81

The arrival of large numbers of single women in the Oregon Ter-
ritory helped remedy an immigration problem the federal govern-
ment had been grappling with for decades. Under the Treaty of 1818, 
the United States and Britain had agreed to a joint occupancy of the 
Oregon Territory. Then, in the 1840s, American settlers flooded into 
the territory and demanded independence from British rule. Britain 
reluctantly ceded the territory, but American control remained tenu-
ous, and without significant population growth, British re-annexation 
continued to pose a threat. In order to eliminate this risk, the federal 
government needed to increase the population. A number of immigra-
tion incentives were implemented but achieved only limited success, 
particularly with regard to the immigration of single women. Moreover, 
even after the British threat receded, slow population growth meant the 
prospect of statehood remained elusive.

The Oregon Territory had easily attracted single male immigrants 
who flocked to the territory seeking work as miners, loggers, and trap-
pers. However, without viable marriage prospects, most remained tran-
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sient. The extent of the problem is clearly demonstrated in a study on 
Roseburg, Oregon, which looked at the 1860 census and found that 
“only one-third of single men stayed for more than five years, but about 
two-thirds of married men did.”82 Consequently, when in 1843 family 
groups started to immigrate to certain parts of the territory, particu-
larly the fertile Willamette River Valley, the government immediately 
proposed legislation to further encourage this type of family immigra-
tion.83 The proposed bill would have granted 640 acres of land to each 
white male inhabitant of Oregon Territory (an area that includes the 
present-day states of Oregon, Washington, and Idaho and parts of Wy-
oming), plus another 160 if he was married and another 160 for each 
child.84 The 1843 bill did not pass, but seven years later, Congress suc-
cessfully enacted the Donation Land Act, unequivocally demonstrat-
ing the government’s desire to increase the number of family groups 
settling in the territory.

Under the Donation Land Act, married couples were permitted to 
claim twice the land available to single men (320 acres vs. 160).85 In ad-
dition, in order to make immigration particularly attractive to women, 
the act dispensed with the normal rules of coverture and guaranteed 
that half the claimed land would become the separate estate of the 
wife.86 In a letter to Congress before the passage of the act, Oregon 
delegate Samuel R. Thurston expressed strong support for this separate 
property provision specifically because he believed it made female im-
migration more likely: “[E]migrating to Oregon from the States, places 
the female beyond the reach of her kindred and former friends and it 
is certainly no more than right to place some little means of protection 
in her own hands. But the object is to produce a population, and this 
provision is an encouragement of the women to peril the dangers and 
hardships of the journey.”87

The Donation Land Act successfully induced families to move to 
the fertile farmlands within the Oregon Territory. However, because 
the act was geared toward wives, rather than single women, it did little 
to reduce the gender imbalance in the majority of the territory. As a 
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result, increasing numbers of male settlers began forming relationships 
with local Indian women. These relationships were considered racially 
objectionable, but the larger concern was that they would hamper the 
territory’s statehood ambitions. Before a territory could be admitted as 
a state, it needed to show it was “civilized,” and many of the territory’s 
leaders feared that high rates of intermarriage signaled the opposite.88 
Nevertheless, with few white women in the territory, there was little 
they could do to prevent male settlers from marrying native women.89

In 1855, the Oregon territorial government passed a law voiding sol-
emnized marriages between whites and all other racial groups, but this 
ban was more symbolic than effective and did little to prevent inter-
racial relationships. In fact, the territory continued to recognize white/
Indian marriages as a valid form of common-law marriage for another 
decade.90 Without a large influx of white women, true interracial mar-
riage bans were unrealistic.

In 1862, in an effort to increase the immigration of single women, 
Congress passed a second land act, known as the Homestead Act. 
This act was the first law to give single women the right to claim land 
in the West. It stated that any “person,” who was either the “head of 
a family or who ha[d] arrived at the age of twenty-one years,” could 
obtain a homestead if he or she lived on and farmed the property for 
five years.91 As a result, single, divorced, or widowed women became 
eligible to receive 160 acres of their own land.92 However, although 
free land was a powerful immigration incentive, as was the equality of 
opportunity represented, homesteading was extremely difficult, and 
few single women were actually in a position to take advantage. Even 
experienced farm families faced numerous hardships and setbacks as 
they attempted to “prove their claims.” Not surprisingly, most of the 
single female homesteaders filed their claims next to a fiancé, parent, or 
brother in order to have help, both physically and financially, in claim-
ing their homestead.93 Only a handful of women were able to home-
stead entirely on their own. Consequently, the primary beneficiaries 
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of the act were engaged couples and Oregon families with unmarried 
daughters; it did little to bring new women to the territory.

For most single, eastern women, homesteading was simply not a vi-
able option. However, when bridal recruiters like the Benton brothers 
offered to finance their travel and accompany them west, many women 
were finally able to realistically consider immigrating. Then, as the 
number of white women in the territory increased, interracial marriage 
bans became realistic. Many of the settlers’ Indian wives were replaced 
with the arriving white women and interracial marriage bans began to 
be enforced. The case In re Estate of Wilbur is one such example. The 
Wilbur case was brought by an Indian woman named Kitty Wilbur to 
challenge her deceased husband’s white wife’s inheritance claim. Kitty 
was John Wilbur’s first wife. The two were married in 1867 or 1868 ac-
cording to Indian custom and had three children together. Then, in 
1876 Wilbur abandoned Kitty to marry a mail-order bride named Sarah 

Wyoming settler Richard “Beaver Dick” Leigh with his Indian wife and chil-
dren. Courtesy of the Wyoming State Archives, Department of State Parks 
and Cultural Resources.
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Wilcox. After Wilbur died, Kitty sued for recognition as Wilbur’s only 
lawful wife. However, rather than recognizing the validity of Kitty and 
Wilbur’s marriage, the court published a sexualized account of their 
relationship, treating Kitty more as a prostitute than a wife. In the opin-
ion, the court referred to Kitty as “the dusky maiden of the forest” and 
the “sable enchantress” and dubbed her husband the “amorous swain.” 
In similarly florid prose, it described how Wilbur was smitten when he 
“heard her sweetly guttural accents in the sighing of the floating mist” 
and how he was captivated by “her voluptuous form.” The court then 
took substantial pains to portray their marriage as a financial transac-
tion. It provided an extensive description of Kitty’s “bride price,” de-
scribing the sixty dollars Wilbur gave Kitty’s father as “the highest sum 
on record paid for a wife” and claimed that under Indian custom, a 
bride could be returned and a husband could “receive back his canoe, 

In the bow, Qunhulahl, a masked man impersonating the Thunderbird, 
dances as others row to the shore of the bride’s village. Library of Congress.
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or blankets or whatever the bride price consisted of.” Given this depic-
tion of their relationship, it is not surprising the court held that the 
Wilburs were never validly married.94 The court found Kitty was en-
titled to nothing,95 and concluded its opinion stating that “[t]hey lived 
together, and had children born to them, and that was all.”96

Kitty married John Wilbur at a time when few white women resided 
in the Oregon Territory. However, by the time Sarah Wilcox immi-
grated, the female population had increased substantially. Bridal re-
cruiters like the Benton brothers brought hundreds of single women 
to the territory. However, the most famous bridal recruiter was a man 
named Asa Mercer. In 1864, the same year the Benton brothers un-
dertook their recruitment efforts, Mercer began recruiting women for 
his Seattle mail-order bride expedition. Like the Bentons, Mercer tar-
geted women from declining eastern industrial towns, but he barely 
mentioned marriage in his recruitment speeches. Instead, Mercer 
focused exclusively on the middle-class employment prospects avail-
able to women in Seattle and the high value afforded women’s skills 
and abilities. He recognized that economic considerations were the 
primary motivation for many women contemplating mail-order mar-
riage. Flora Engle, one of the women who accompanied Mercer on his 
second mail-order bride voyage, noted this recruitment tactic, stating 
“every appeal was to the pocket.”97 He enticed women with descrip-
tions of “sparsely settled towns along the water’s edge” where “small 
fortunes might be made.”98

Mercer’s first expedition was not particularly successful, as only 
eleven women accompanied him back to Seattle. Even so, the town’s 
gratitude was immense. In fact, his efforts to increase female immigra-
tion were so appreciated that they served as the primary basis for his 
election to public office.99 One week after arriving back in Seattle, the 
Seattle Gazette issued the following endorsement: “The thanks of the 
whole community, and of the bachelors in particular, are due Mr. Mer-
cer for his efforts in encouraging this much-needed kind of immigra-
tion. Mr. Mercer is the Union candidate for joint councilman for King 
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and Kitsap counties, and all bachelors, old and young, may, on election 
day, have an opportunity of expressing through the ballot box, their 
appreciation of his devotedness to the cause of the Union, matrimonial 
as well as national.”100 In the end, support for Mercer was so strong “he 
was unanimously elected to the upper house of the Territorial Legisla-
tive Assembly.”101 Shortly thereafter, he was appointed president of the 
new Territorial University at Seattle.102

Given this response, it is not surprising that soon after returning 
home, Mercer quickly began planning a second and much larger ex-
pedition.103 To finance this second voyage, he had interested men pay 
three hundred dollars and sign a document in which he promised “to 
bring a suitable wife, of good moral character and reputation from 

Asa Mercer. University of Washington Libraries, 
Digital Collection, Portraits Collection UW3388.
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the East to Seattle on or before September 1865, for each of the par-
ties whose signatures are hereunto attached, they first paying me or my 
agent the sum of three hundred dollars, with which to pay the passage 
of such ladies and to compensate me for my trouble.”104 Hundreds of 
men “signed up for a wife,” and after receiving the funds Mercer trav-
eled back east and once again began recruiting women from declining 
mill towns.105

Mercer’s second trip was extremely successful. More than one hun-
dred women agreed to accompany him back to Seattle. In fact, his immi-
gration plan sparked so much national interest that the New York Times 
dispatched journalist Roger Conant to accompany the brides and pro-
vide an account of the voyage and their reception in Seattle. Conant’s 
articles are lively and colorful and clearly demonstrate that despite the 
wife-buying “contracts,” the women were very much in control. Like 
many colonial mail-order brides, the majority of the Mercer brides did 
not marry immediately, and those who did were the ones who had the 
most to gain from quick marriages. For example, Conant wrote that 
the first woman to accept an offer of marriage was a widow with three 
young sons, the youngest of whom was a particular troublemaker. The 
child had caused so much mischief on the journey that Conant wrote 
he had nearly wrung the boy’s neck “at least a dozen times during the 
voyage.”106 For this boy’s harried single mother, a quick marriage was 
desirable. According to Conant, the woman was introduced to “an old 
back woodsman” at three in the afternoon, was proposed to at six, and 
accepted at nine.107

Conant’s accounts of other speedy marriages also reveal women get-
ting the better end of the bargain. For example, he described two addi-
tional rapid marriages that also involved much older women. The first 
of these marriages was between a “lady  . . .  over 40 years of age,” and 
“[a] frisky youth who was over powered with her charms.” The second 
involved a “Mrs. Horton,” for whom “70 years have already sighed their 
gentle breezes over her head.”108 Regarding the latter, Conant wrote,
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With one foot in the grave, and the other placed on the altar, she will 
probably pass the remainder of her days on earth, singing that good old 
song:

“I am a gay and happy wife,
For I’ve married a festive cuss;
And I can recline for the rest of my life
In his arms without any fuss.”109

Mercer Belles cartoon. Harper’s Weekly, February 3, 1866, 80.
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These women benefited from marrying quickly, but many of the 
other Mercer girls were not interested in hasty marriages and rejected 
their eager beaus. After one such rebuff, the spurned suitor forlornly 
asked the woman why she had immigrated if she “didn’t come out to 
get married.” The woman replied, “To make pants, coats and vests  . . .  
for such fellows as you.”110 As her answer demonstrates, many of the 
Mercer girls viewed marital immigration as a way to increase their eco-
nomic as well as their marital prospects. The majority of the Mercer 
girls planned to marry, but they did not need to. They had the skills 
to support themselves and even profit as they waited until they were 
ready. The women were in control, just as they had hoped they would 
be. As their statements demonstrate, the Mercer girls left their homes 
and families and traveled thousands of miles in order to gain greater 
command and independence over their economic, social, and political 
destinies.111

Given such desires, it is not surprising that a number of the Mercer 
brides came from families noted for their reform ideas. In fact, one of 
the women, Mehitable Haskell Elder, was the niece of Hitty Haskell, 
a famous Massachusetts suffragist and abolitionist. Once in Oregon, 
Elder continued working for women’s suffrage and was one of the pri-
mary organizers of the 1871 Women’s Rights Convention in Olympia. 
She also helped raise the necessary funds to sponsor Susan B. Anthony 
as the territory’s delegate to the National Woman Suffrage Association 
Convention.112 Similarly, another of the Mercer girls, Lizzie Ordway, 
became one of the founders of Seattle’s women’s suffrage movement 
and one of the first women elected in the territory.113 Marital immi-
gration provided women like Elder and Ordway an opportunity to 
improve both their own lives and advance the cause of women in gen-
eral. However, these benefits were not limited to American mail-order 
brides. A few miles north, in the Canadian west, a group of British mail-
order brides were experiencing similar benefits.

In the 1850s, the Canadian territory of British Columbia was thinly 
populated and consisted primarily of female-scarce logging and min-
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ing towns. As in the Oregon Territory, population growth in British 
Columbia was slow. However, the territory had the additional problem 
of potential annexation. In the 1840s, British Columbia had lost con-
trol of a significant portion of its land after large numbers of Ameri-
can settlers had flooded into the Washington territory, and claimed 
it for the United States. By the 1850s, a similar pattern appeared to be 
repeating itself in other areas of British Columbia. Moreover, despite 
the pleas of the territorial government, Britain had done very little to 
halt the growing influx of American settlers.114 As Americans flooded 
into these lands, it appeared increasingly likely that the rest of British 
Columbia would soon become American territory. Then, in 1858, gold 
was discovered, changing everything.

James Douglas, chief factor of the Columbia Department at Fort 
Victoria and governor of Vancouver Island, recognized the political 
opportunity presented by the discovery of gold. In a cunning effort to 
force the British government to finally attend to the struggling terri-
tory, the governor decided to create a gold rush. Instead of concealing 
the find, Douglas shipped the gold to San Francisco for smelting. As he 
had anticipated, the news spread rapidly. Within weeks, tens of thou-
sands of American miners poured into British Columbia, seeking gold 
and annexation. A popular song among the American miners had the 
following lyrics:

Soon our banner will be streaming,
Soon the eagle will be screaming,
And the lion—see it cowers,
Hurrah boys, the river’s ours.115

As thousands of Americans streamed into Canada, Britain was finally 
forced to focus on the status of British Columbia and even then, it 
was almost too late. In the fall of 1858, a group of American miners 
led by Ned McGowan decided to annex part of British Columbia. 
According to McGowan, “We had arranged a plan, in case of a 
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collision with the [British] troops, to take Fort Yale and then go down 
the river and capture Fort Hope.  . . .  This would, we supposed, bring 
on the fight and put an end to the long agony and public clamor—
through the press of the country—that our boundary line must be 
‘fifty-four forty or fight.’”116 Luckily for Britain, the Royal Engineers 
arrived in the territory in the nick of time and were able to thwart 
McGowan’s annexation plan. Shortly thereafter, Britain enacted the 
British Columbia Act of 1858.117

This act established the official colony of British Columbia and de-
clared that it was to be a “second England.”118 It also announced that all 
immigrants must accept British sovereignty. Nevertheless, in order to 
make this condition more palatable to the American miners and hope-
fully entice them to stay, the act promised that those who accepted this 
condition would receive free land: “Foreigners, as such, are not entitled 
to grants of waste land of the Crown in British Colonies. But it is the 
strong desire of Her Majesty’s Government to attract to this territory 

Oregon Question cartoon. Library of Congress.
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all peaceful settlers, without regard to nation. Naturalization should, 
therefore, be granted to all who desire it  . . .  and with naturalization 
the right of acquiring Crown land should follow.”119 As the text makes 
clear, the act was an attempt to capitalize on the opportunity presented 
by the gold rush. British Columbia needed settlers, and the gold rush 
had brought thousands of miners to the territory. The difficulty was 
that most of these potential immigrants were transient Americans who 
the government feared would disappear once their mining claims had 
been exhausted. Therefore, the British government offered the newly 
arrived miners free land hoping that this would incentivize them to ac-
cept British sovereignty and permanently settle in the territory.120

In many ways, the plan was solid, but there was one significant 
problem: few women resided in the colony, and without women, 
most of the American miners were unwilling to stay.121 In addi-
tion, the lack of marriageable women was also causing Canadians to 
abandon the colony. Colonial minister Matthew Macfie, who wrote 
a book describing life in early British Columbia, specifically noted 
this problem. According to Macfie, there were “many well-disposed 
single [Canadian] men prospering in the various trades and profes-
sions, who are anxious to adopt this country as their home. But the 
scope for selecting wives is so limited that they feel compelled to 
go to California in search of their interesting object, and not un-
frequently are they tempted to remain on American soil—their in-
dustry as producers and expenditure as consumers being lost to the 
colonies.”122 Other British Columbians echoed Macfie’s observations 
regarding the dangers of female scarcity and the need for female im-
migration. For example, an editorial in Victoria’s Times lamented, 
“There is probably no country where the paucity of women  . . .  is 
so injuriously felt.  . . .  Oh! if 50 or 100 should arrive from England 
every month  . . .  what a blessing it would be to us and the colony at 
large.” The same author also predicted that “[w]ithout [women] the 
men will never settle in the country.”123 Editors of another Victoria 
newspaper, the Colonist, repeated these sentiments. They stated it 
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was imperative that the “[g]overnment or someone else provides wives 
for our young men,” and warned that without women, “the society here 
and throughout these colonies will prove shiftless for a long time.”124

In response to such pleas, Alexander Grant Dallas, chief factor of the 
Hudson Bay Company, which governed Vancouver Island, and son-in-
law to Governor Douglas, printed the following advertisement in the 
London Times on January 1, 1862:

Permit me to draw attention to a crying evil—the want of women. I be-
lieve there is not one to every hundred men at the mines; without them 
the male population will never settle this country and innumerable evils 
are the consequence. A large number of the weaker sex could obtain 
wages, with the certainty of marriage in the background.

The miner is not very particular—plain, fat and fifty even would not 
be objected to, while good looking girls would be the nuggets and 
prized accordingly. An immigration of such character would be a great 
boon to the colony as I am sure it would be to many under-paid and 
over-worked women who drag out a weary existence in the dismal 
streets and alleys of the metropolis.125

Dallas’s ad may have sparked interest among the “under-paid and over-
worked” women who read it, but without financial assistance, few such 
women would have been able to make the journey. As previous marriage 
migration programs had demonstrated, free passage was essential. The 
problem was that the territorial government did not have the money to 
finance marital immigration programs. Moreover, although there were 
plenty of wealthy Britons with the money to sponsor such emigration, 
they were not particularly concerned with the love lives of backwoods 
miners. This apathy disappeared, however, particularly among religious 
Britons, when they learned that, instead of remaining single, lonely 
Canadian men were entering into relationships with native women. 
Ultimately, it was the threat of intermarriage that spurred the creation 
of mail-order bride expeditions to British Columbia.
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In 1858, Canadian minister Reverend R. C. Lundin Brown wrote a 
letter to the bishop of Oxford, Samuel Wilberforce, seeking support for 
female emigration to the colony.126 Brown’s letter emphasized the pro-
liferation of interracial relationships throughout the colony and warned 
that such marriages would “ruin Religion and morals in this fine coun-
try.”127 In order to avert this danger, Brown suggested the immediate 
immigration of white women. The colonists were eager to marry white 
women if they were available: “Dozens of men have told me they would 
gladly marry if they could. I was speaking one evening on the subject 
of the dearth of females, and mentioned my intention of writing to beg 
that a plan of emigration be set on foot; whereupon one member of the 
company immediately exclaimed, ‘Then sir, I pre-empt a wife’; another, 
and another, and all round the circle of those listening to me earnestly 
exclaimed the same.”128

Other Canadian ministers, such as Macfie and Bishop George Hills, 
had also been quite vocal in voicing their objections to interracial mar-
riages. In Macfie’s book, Vancouver Island and British Columbia: Their 
History, Resources, and Prospects, he railed against the “[h]undreds of 
dissolute white men  . . .  liv[ing] in open concubinage with these [native 
women] wretched creatures.”129 Similarly, Hills’s diary also contained 
numerous references and condemnations of the interracial “immoral-
ity” he encountered throughout the Canadian West. Referring to the 
gold rush town of Douglas, Hills wrote, “almost every man in Douglas 
lives with an Indian woman” and described a particularly scandalous 
example in which the local magistrate and constable were both com-
peting for the affections of the same Indian woman. According to Hills, 
this love triangle occurred after the magistrate sent the constable on a 
long-distance errand and, while he was gone, convinced the woman to 
come live with him. When the constable returned, he tried to woo her 
back, but he was unsuccessful and “eventually gave up.”130

Reports like those of Hills, Brown, and Macfie were effective. 
Shortly after receiving Brown’s letter, Wilberforce helped found the 
Columbia Emigration Society (CES). The goal of the organization was 
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to prevent interracial marriage and protect the colony from “all the evils 
of heathendom.”131 The group believed that by financing the immigra-
tion of white women to British Columbia,132 they could decrease the 
rate of mixed marriages,133 while simultaneously encouraging British 
Columbian “men to become permanent colonists.”134 They expected 
that the arrival of substantial numbers of white women would reduce 
the need for intermarriage and make it possible to deny recognition to 
intermarriages performed according to native custom. They were cor-
rect. According to historian Cynthia Comacchio, “the arrival of white 

A fur trapper and his Indian bride. Watercolor by Alfred 
Jacob Miller.



100  •  Well Disposed toward the Ladies

women effectively ended the long-standing practice of intermarriage 
according to the ‘custom of the country,’ as white men began to 
leave their Aboriginal families for new unions with white women.”135 
The case of William Connolly demonstrates the effectiveness of this 
plan.

Connolly was the chief factor of the North West Company. In 1830, 
he retired from the company, left his Cree wife of nearly thirty years, 
and moved to Montreal to marry his cousin.136 In 1867, Connolly’s In-
dian children sued his estate and won their inheritance claim based on 
Connolly having been validly married to their mother.137 The judge 
ruled that their union was considered valid both because they “had 
been married according to the customs and usages” of the Cree people 
and “because the consent of both parties, the essential element of ‘civi-
lized’ marriage, had been proved by twenty-eight years of repute, public 
acknowledgement, and cohabitation as man and wife.”

When the Connolly case was decided, the practice of marriage ac-
cording to the “custom of the country” was still relatively common, but 
within a generation, these marriages were declared invalid. In 1886, the 
Canadian court overturned the Connolly decision and ruled that the 
court would not accept that the “cohabitation of a civilized man and a 
savage woman, even for a long period of time, gives rise to the presump-
tion that they consented to be married in our sense of marriage.”138

The purpose of Wilberforce’s CES was to “save” British Columbia 
by sponsoring female immigration and preventing intermarriages.139 
However, as Eliza Farnham’s failed mail-order bride effort had dem-
onstrated, saving men is not a particularly compelling incentive for 
potential female immigrants. In the nineteenth century, immigration, 
particularly transatlantic immigration, was risky and uncertain. Most 
prospective mail-order brides needed more than a belief in racial hi-
erarchies to induce them to emigrate. Both the Benton and Mercer 
voyages were successful because they offered eastern women a feasible 
alternative to a life of limited opportunities and increased marginaliza-
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tion. In the end, it was these factors, not religious zeal or racial bigotry, 
that spurred British women’s immigration as well.

At the time CES was founded, England was panicking over its “sur-
plus” woman problem. Throughout the 1850s, the number of unmar-
ried women in England had increased significantly, and by 1862 it was 
estimated that there were half a million more single women than men. 
According to William Rathbone Greg, author of the infamous treatise 
Why Are Women Redundant?, this disparity was a crisis of unparalleled 
proportion: “[T]here is an enormous and increasing number of sin-
gle women in the nation, a number quite disproportionate and quite 
abnormal; a number which, positively and relatively, is indicative of 
an unwholesome social state, and is both productive and prognostic 
of much wretchedness and wrong.”140 After describing this pressing 
problem, Greg concluded that the only solution was massive female 
emigration.

The idea of the “surplus woman” was insulting and degrading, but 
it forced English feminists to seriously consider the role of women in 
English society. In the end, they also concluded that emigration was 
the solution. For these female leaders, emigration was an appropriate 
response to a society where women were undervalued in general and 
where single, educated women, in particular, were seen as a burden. As 
the English feminist Bessie Parkes stated, “Seeing, as I do daily, how 
great is the comparative delicacy both in brain and in the bodily frames 
of women of the middle and upper class, of the bad effect on them 
of long hours of sedentary toil, the more anxious I become to see the 
immense surplus of the sex in England lightened by judicious, well 
conducted, and morally guarded emigration to our colonies, where the 
disproportion is equally enormous, and where they are wanted in every 
social capacity.”141 Feminist Maria Rye echoed these sentiments and 
this led her to establish the Female Middle Class Emigration Society 
(FMCES). The purpose of FMCES was to help women overcome the 
barriers to middle-class employment through marital immigration. Un-
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like Greg, Rye did not see employment and marriage as opposites. In 
fact, she saw marriage and immigration as two sides of the same coin. 
Rye believed that where women had good employment prospects, they 
also had good marriage prospects. Consequently, she advised her re-
cruiters to “[t]each your protégés to emigrate; send them where the 
men want wives, the mothers want governesses, where the shopkeep-
ers, the schools, and the sick will thoroughly appreciate your exertions, 
and heartily welcome your women.”142 The surplus women debate had 
highlighted the widespread antagonism directed at single women in 
England, particularly educated women, and these protests convinced 
many women that their best opportunities lay in the colonies.143 Con-
sequently, although the motivations of FMCES were quite different 
from the racist concerns of CES, their overall goal was the same and 
the groups decided to join forces.144 Together, they sponsored two suc-
cessful mail-order bride voyages to British Columbia.

The first group of British mail-order brides arrived on the Tynemouth 
in 1862, the second on the Robert Lowe a year later. The arrivals garnered 
immense excitement. The day was declared a holiday. Stores closed 
and everyone came to the docks, dressed in their best clothes, eager 
to watch the scores of lonely miners try to woo the new arrivals. One 
savvy shopkeeper even placed signs, stating, “The girls have arrived! 
Now is your chance to get a fine suit of clothes to make a respectable 
appearance.”145 As the women disembarked, they were immediately 
inundated with offers of marriage. In many cases, the miners’ wooing 
tactics were crude. The richer miners would simply hold up gold nug-
gets and propose as the women walked by.146 In one case, a particularly 
eager man grabbed the arm of one of the women as she disembarked 
and proposed while placing two thousand dollars in her hand.147 After 
staring at the fortune she had just been handed, the woman accepted, 
and the crowd went wild. The couple married shortly thereafter, but 
the ultimate outcome of this union is unclear.148 Although there are de-
scriptions of a beautiful wedding, there are also reports that the groom 
became so intoxicated after the ceremony that the bride changed her 
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mind. Apparently, the next day the groom was spotted searching for his 
bride “as he had not seen her since supper.”149

Despite this notable exception, quick weddings were once again 
rare. Most of the women did not rush into marriage, and at least half 
wouldn’t even consider marriage until after they had had the chance 
to take advantage of Victoria’s high wages and good working condi-
tions.150 The Victoria Female Emigration Committee noted that when 
the arriving women were interviewed, the common response was that 
they wanted to work and would frequently tell the committee mem-
bers, “I don’t care where I goes, or what I does, so long as I gets plenty 
of money.”151 In a letter to her family, one of the recent arrivals wrote, 
“I got a situation and a very happy one. Mrs. __ is such a gentle, kind 
lady and three such good, well behaved children. I have £74 a year in 
wages.”152 This wage was more than double what the average domestic 
could expect to earn in England,153 and one of the results of such high 
wages was that the women had no need to marry quickly or even at 
all. Although most eventually did marry, a few entrepreneurial women 
stayed single and used their earnings to establish a business. For exam-
ple, one of the Tynemouth women, Florence Wilson, was initially em-
ployed as a governess. However, she soon realized she could be much 
more successful in business, so she began working for a local family, 
sewing clothes. A few months later, she opened a stationery shop and 
shortly thereafter went north to the center of the gold rush, where she 
opened a library and became British Columbia’s first librarian.154 Wil-
son also founded an acting troupe, purchased multiple mining claims, 
became proprietor of Florence Co. mining, and even established her 
own saloon.155

As in America, immigration also provided many Canadian mail-
order brides with the opportunity to surmount class barriers.156 The 
majority of these women began their life in Canada as servants or gov-
ernesses, but, unlike back in England, these roles were usually tempo-
rary and many went on to become prominent members of Victoria 
society.157 One woman, Emma Lazenby Spencer, came to Victoria as 
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an unemployed mill worker. She then took a job as one of Victoria’s 
first Sunday school teachers, married a local bookstore owner, opened 
a dry goods store with him, and, eventually, became one of the richest 
women in Victoria. Spencer then used her money to help establish a 
refuge for poor and “fallen” women, founded the first maternity ward, 
and served as president of Victoria’s Women’s Christian Temperance 
Movement.158

The experiences of Canadian mail-order brides were similar to those 
of their American counterparts. In both cases, the complex forces of 
feminism, imperialism, capitalism, and racism created a situation in 
which divergent interests aligned to produce support for a variety of 
large-scale marital immigration programs. Each of these programs led 
to the immigration of hundreds of mail-order brides and benefited 
these women through increased financial, legal, and social opportu-
nities. However, the period of political and financial support for each 
of these programs was relatively brief. By the second half of the cen-
tury, interracial marriage and annexation were no longer considered 
significant threats and the government’s interest in mail-order mar-
riage began to wane. At the same time, improved communication and 
transportation meant that individuals could now arrange their own 
mail-order marriages. Large portions of the American West were still 
predominantly male, and these men increasingly turned to marital ad-
vertisements as a way to achieve marriage. By the end of the century, 
thousands of couples had used matrimonial ads to enter into mail-order 
marriages, but support for these marriages disappeared once growing 
numbers of foreign women began using mail-order marriage to immi-
grate to the United States.



Part II

Mail-Order Marriage Acquires a Bad Reputation
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Advertising for Love

The Rise of Matrimonial Advertisements

Early American mail-order marriages were supported and even cel-
ebrated, but they were also relatively rare. Then, after the Civil War, 
mail-order marriage became widespread. There were a number of rea-
sons for this change, but one of the most important was the increasing 
use of matrimonial advertisements. Matrimonial ads benefited American 
men and women by giving them the ability to create their own mail-
order marriages. These ads provided mail-order participants with more 
information about their potential spouse and more control over the 
terms of their future marriage. This change made mail-order marriage 
more attractive to a greater number of women, but the use of these ads 
also altered the perception of mail-order marriage.1 Unlike government-
sponsored mail-order marriages, which had been closely monitored and 
imbued with a sense of nationalistic purpose, the mail-order marriages 
created through matrimonial ads were highly individualistic and mostly 
unsupervised. In addition, by the time matrimonial ads began to appear 
in American newspapers, the practice had already become widespread 
in Britain where these ads were often employed by men and women 
seeking to subvert parental and governmental authority. This history 
affected how Americans viewed matrimonial ads and left them suspi-
cious of the marriages these ads generated. Consequently, in order to 
understand the changing perception of mail-order marriage in post–
Civil War America, it is important to first examine the history of British 
matrimonial advertising.

The first British matrimonial advertisements began as a joke. In 
1660, a London periodical called the Mercurius Fumigosus printed a fake 
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advertisement purporting to be from a “worthy, plump, fresh, free and 
willing Widdow” who sought a man “to labour in her Corporation.” 
The ad instructed all those interested to “come to this pure piece of in-
iquity” and promised that the man who presents “the true picture of his 
Tool,” would unquestionably “find favour.”2 A few years later, another 
periodical, Poor Robin’s Intelligence, printed a similar ad. This ad pur-
ported to be from a “Worcestershire Gentlewoman” with a “face just of 
the complexion of a Garden-walk new gravel’d” who sought a husband 
“professing the Ingenious mystery of ‘Chimney-scouring.’”3 These two 
ads were lewd jokes, but in 1695 the first legitimate matrimonial adver-
tisements appeared.4

The ads were printed in a pamphlet titled A Collection for Improve-
ment of Husbandry and Trade and were printed alongside ads for an 
Arabian stallion, a secondhand bed, and a cobbler’s apprentice.5 The 
first of these ads described a thirty-year-old man with a “Very Good Es-
tate” who was searching for “some Good Young Gentlewoman that has 
a Fortune of £3,000 or thereabouts.”6 The second advertised “A Young 
Man about 25 Years of Age, in a very good Trade, and whose Father 
will make him worth £1000,” who “would willingly embrace a suitable 
Match.” He further added that “[h]e has been brought up a Dissenter, 
with his Parents, and is a sober Man.”7

The ads were intended to cause a sensation. The pamphlet’s pub-
lisher, John Houghton, believed that given the long history of comical 
matrimonial ads, the first serious ads would garner considerable inter-
est and, hopefully, profit.8 Consequently, rather than burying the ads 
in small print in the middle of the pamphlet, he specifically called at-
tention to them by printing them in a larger and bolder font than the 
surrounding news articles.9 At the same time, he also wanted these ads 
to be taken seriously, so he captioned them with the statement that 
although he expected the advertisements to be greeted with ridicule 
initially, he hoped that after “the Nine Days Wonder and Laughter 
(usually attending new things) are over  . . .  such Advertisements may 
prove useful.”10 Houghton got his wish. Matrimonial advertising was 
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an immediate success. By 1710, all fifty-three of London’s major news-
papers contained matrimonial advertisements.11

The rise of the matrimonial ad was directly related to the rapid ur-
banization of England. From the mid-sixteenth century to the end of 
the seventeenth, London was transformed from a city of eighty thou-
sand inhabitants into a metropolis of more than half a million people.12 
Thousands of men and women flowed into the city from the country-
side to take advantage of new job opportunities.13 Urban employment 
gave both men and women significant independence from paren-
tal control. However, for women, these new jobs also gave them the 
means to furnish their own dowries and, correspondingly, the freedom 
to make their own marital choices. As the popular period newspaper, 
the Athenian Mercury,14 noted, this financial independence meant that 
a woman “could largely disregard parental advice” since she was “almost 
as much at her own dispose as a widow.”15

Growing financial independence enabled young men and women to 
embrace growing Enlightenment ideals. Enlightenment thinkers cham-
pioned the value of choice in social relationships, and they specifically 
defined love as the most important criterion to be considered when 
choosing a spouse.16 The Athenian Mercury responded to these chang-
ing ideas about marriage by offering women advice on the qualities 
they should look for in a spouse. According to British historian Helen 
Berry, this was “a fairly radical position to take, since it recognized that 
women had a degree of autonomy in certain matters which was anoma-
lous to their generally subordinate status in society.”17 However, this 
acceptance of female autonomy was rarely emulated. Instead, the more 
common response to the rising demand for marital choice was to forbid 
it. In defiance, significant numbers of young men and women began ar-
ranging their own marriages, resulting in a parental panic and the intro-
duction of legal reforms intended to reassert parental control.18

The first of these changes was the decision to finally and defini-
tively void marriage broker contracts. Marriage broker contracts were 
a well-established method used by young men and women to arrange 
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marriage without parental assistance or approval. These contracts had 
long been treated with concern, but they had never been forbidden. 
In fact, certain courts had gone out of their way to enforce these con-
tracts. For example, in the 1598 case of Blandford v. Andrews, a hopeful 
suitor named Blandford promised to pay a man named Andrews eighty 
pounds if Andrews would arrange his marriage to Bridget Palmer by 
the Feast of St. Bartholomew. Andrews agreed. However, before An-
drews could speak with Bridget at the Feast, Blandford found Bridget, 
called her a whore, and promised that if he married her, he would tie 
her to a post. Unsurprisingly, when Andrews subsequently approached 
Bridget with the marriage proposal, she refused and Andrews made no 
further attempts to create the match. Blandford then sued Andrews. 
Shockingly, the court ruled for Blandford, stating that Andrews should 
have tried harder, but by late seventeenth century, judicial attitudes had 
changed.19

In two court cases, Drury v. Hooke and Hall and Keene v. Potter, mar-
riage broker contracts were finally and conclusively declared void.20 
Drury v. Hooke was decided in 1686 and concerned a marriage between 
a young man and woman, arranged by a marriage broker without the 
consent of the woman’s parents. The young man desired the marriage 
because he believed the woman was wealthy. However, after marrying, 
the husband learned the woman’s fortune was less than he anticipated, 
and he refused to pay the broker fee.21 The marriage broker then sued 
the husband to enforce the contract, but the court held the entire con-
tract invalid.22 The Drury court described marriage broker contracts as 
abominable and equated them to “a sort of kidnapping.” The chancel-
lor held that “such bonds are of very ill Consequence” and “not to be 
countenanced.” He further added that these contracts were particularly 
disturbing in instances where the parties had living parents.23

The facts of Drury exemplified everything that was wrong with mar-
riage broker contracts. The case involved a greedy man using a marriage 
broker to enrich himself while potentially harming a young girl and her 
family. Consequently, although the Drury case seemed to declare all 
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broker contracts void, the fact that it involved a financially disadvanta-
geous marriage left open the possibility that the court’s ruling applied 
only to dishonest contracts. This possibility was then eliminated in 
1696 in Hall and Keene v. Potter,24 which clearly held that all marriage 
broker contracts, even advantageous ones, undermined parental con-
trol and were void.25

The Hall and Keene case arose out of a contract entered into by 
Thomas Thinne and his marriage broker, Mrs. Potter. Thinne prom-
ised Mrs. Potter one thousand pounds if she could arrange his marriage 
to Lady Ogle, “a widow of great fortune and honor, being the daugh-
ter and heir of Josceline Percy, the last Earl of Northumberland.” Mrs. 
Potter successfully arranged the marriage, but Thinne died before it 
could take place. After Thinne’s death, Potter sued Thinne’s executors, 
Hall and Keene, for payment and they refused, arguing that all marital 
broker contracts are void because “contracts for procuring of marriages 
are of dangerous consequence, and tend to the ruin of families.”26 The 
court agreed. Although the court acknowledged that Potter had made 
a good match,27 it was the court’s fear of the bad match that prompted 
its decision.28 The court was haunted by the specter of the emotional 
young woman, convinced by the greedy matchmaker to marry beneath 
her and ruin her noble family. The court believed this potential harm 
was so great that it outweighed any possible benefits that could result 
from a particular contract. Consequently, the court ruled that mar-
riages should be facilitated only through the help of friends and family 
and declared all marriage broker contracts, regardless of their merits, 
void.29

The fear of emotional young women entering into bad marriages 
and ruining themselves or their families also led to the outlawing of 
“clandestine marriage.” In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
men and women who wanted to arrange their own marriages and avoid 
parental control increasingly turned to clandestine marriage.30 These 
were performed by a member of the clergy, but without public notice 
or a public ceremony, and were valid regardless of parental objection.31 



112  •  Advertising for Love

Understandably, clandestine marriages were viewed as a threat to pa-
rental control and there were growing attempts to outlaw them. One of 
the first proposals was a 1685 bill focusing on the possibility of clandes-
tine marriage between a noble child and a menial servant. The bill was 
addressed to “minors having or expecting considerable estates, real or 
personal.” It noted with panic that such minors “are daily subject to be 
inveighed or forced away from their fathers or guardians” and it sought 
to eliminate this danger by outlawing clandestine marriages.32

The 1685 bill failed to pass, but a decade later, the rise of a new form 
of clandestine marriage, known as the Fleet marriage (in reference to the 
famous debtors prison where they were performed), eventually created 
the support needed to outlaw the practice. Fleet marriages originated as 
a way to avoid the 1694 marriage tax.33 In order to collect this tax, clergy 
were required to keep a record of all marriages they performed. How-
ever, certain clergymen, specifically incarcerated ministers, fell outside 
the scope of the 1694 statute and could not be forced to register mar-
riages or help collect the marriage taxes.34 These ministers had no prop-
erty or parishes, so the law was powerless to punish them. They could 
not be removed from office for they had no congregation; they could 
not be locked up because they were already imprisoned; and they could 
not be fined for they had already been incarcerated for lack of money.35 
As a result, the business of these irregular marriages took off.36

The majority of participants liked Fleet marriages because they were 
tax-free and thus cheaper than regular marriages. However, they also 
presented an attractive option for those wishing to keep their unions 
private or even secret. Many upper-class couples and some nobility 
began to seek the services of the Fleet parsons, resulting in a tremen-
dous backlash.37 Parents from these social groups were livid when they 
realized their children were using Fleet marriages to wed without their 
consent. London’s growing middle class also began to fear these mar-
riages because they viewed them as a threat to their newly acquired 
social standing.38 Consequently, the next proposal to outlaw clandes-
tine marriage was broader and no longer focused exclusively on the 
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children of nobility. In fact, the 1736 proposal to outlaw clandestine 
marriages originated in the House of Commons and referred to the 
“many Persons under Age, who are intitled [sic] to considerable For-
tunes, are frequently married without the Consent of their Parents or 
Guardians.” The 1736 proposal sought to ameliorate this problem by 
permitting parents to void any minor marriages entered into without 
parental consent.39 This second proposed ban also failed to pass, but 
in 1753, Parliament finally outlawed clandestine marriage. The ban was 
known as Lord Hardwicke’s Act.40

Lord Hardwicke’s Act ended the practice of clandestine marriages 
and secured parental power over marriage by changing the require-
ments necessary to create a legal marriage. Under the act, a legal mar-
riage required banns or a license, a solemn public celebration in an 
Anglican church or chapel, and two or more witnesses. It also required 
all clergy to keep detailed records of every marriage performed.41 The 
recording requirement was in response to the fact that clandestine mar-

Caricature of a Fleet marriage. Wikimedia Commons.
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riage records were often falsified and phony oaths were common. This 
meant a spouse, generally a wife, had no evidence upon which to rely if 
her husband subsequently abandoned her.42 In addition, the act voided 
all marriages contracted by minors without parental consent and de-
creed that any clergy who performed clandestine marriages would be 
punished with exile to the colonies for fourteen years.43 Last, it stated 
that the punishment for falsifying records was death.44

Hardwicke’s Act eliminated the practice of clandestine marriage, but 
did not stem the desire of single men and women to control their mar-
riage choices. Thousands of young couples began eloping to Scotland, 
particularly the border town of Gretna Green, where they could still 
marry without parental consent.45 In addition, increasing numbers of 
young men and women began turning to matrimonial advertisements 
as a new means of skirting parental control. For women in particular, 
matrimonial advertisements provided a way to counterbalance the 
appalling disrespect for female marital decisions enshrined in Hard-
wicke’s Act.

Supporters of the act had promoted it by convincing members of 
Parliament that women were irrational and their choices could not 
be trusted. John Sayer, one of the act’s strongest advocates, argued it 
was necessary because the passion of women was like that of a “high 
mettled colt, which if at first well broke affords his master many de-
lightful rides: but for want of this is all his life long unruly, vicious, and 
dangerous.”46 Sayer’s views on female autonomy were common among 
the supporters of the act, and even opponents expressed little concern 
for women. The majority of men who opposed the act were simply 
worried that it would permit rich men to hoard their daughters.47 For 
example, one of the principal opponents was Robert Nugent, a man 
who had made his fortune by marrying rich women.48 In fact, Nugent 
had gained such a reputation for his advantageous marriages that Earl 
Robert Walpole coined the term to “Nugentize,” which means to marry 
up.49 According to Nugent, the problem with Hardwicke’s Act was not 
that it would infringe on women’s autonomy, but that it would enable 
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the wealthy to “secure all the rich heiresses in the kingdom to those 
of their own body.”50 Charles Townshend, another opponent of the 
act, echoed these sentiments. He also likened women to property and 
worried about the unfairness of hoarding this property. Townshend 
compared women in clandestine marriages to “goods entered without 
clearance from the proper civil officer” but argued that women should 
nevertheless be allowed to marry poorer men because such marriages 
benefited the public by dispersing wealth.51

Hardwicke’s Act epitomized the idea that women were chattel and 
should have little say in their marital destinies. However, eighteenth-
century Englishwomen were increasingly rejecting this view. By the late 
1700s, women like Mary Wollstonecraft were speaking out against the 
subordination of women. In Wollstonecraft’s 1792 treatise, A Vindica-
tion of the Rights of Woman, she wrote that men should “treat [women] 
like rational creatures, instead of flattering their fascinating graces, and 
viewing them as if they were in a childhood, unable to stand alone.” She 
further added that her purpose in writing the book was “to persuade 
women to endeavor to acquire strength, both of mind and body, and to 
convince them that the soft phrases, susceptibility of heart, delicacy of 
sentiment, and refinement of taste, are almost synonymous with epi-
thets of weakness.”52

Wollstonecraft’s words resonated with the many eighteenth-century 
women who sought greater equality, particularly in their marital re-
lationships,53 but this desire for equality was made more difficult by 
women’s growing marital disadvantage. Since the mid-seventeenth cen-
tury, the amount needed for aristocratic women to secure a marriage 
had doubled,54 and a decline in real wages had also made it harder for 
lower- and middle-class women to amass the dowries they needed to 
find a husband.55 Despite the growing references to the value of love, 
the majority of eighteenth-century marriages were still based on mon-
etary considerations. In fact, the importance of money was arguably in-
creasing. Marriage announcements from this period routinely describe 
the fortunes of the brides (but rarely the husbands) either by listing 
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an explicit monetary amount or with words such “as ‘large,’ ‘ample,’ 
‘considerable’ or ‘handsome.’” The announcement of Gilbert Burton’s 
marriage was typical. It stated that “Gilbert Burton, Esq; eldest son to 
George Burton, Esq; was married to  . . .  Miss Craddock, only daughter 
to Mr. Craddock, late an eminent goldsmith in Lombard Street, a beau-
tiful young lady with a fortune of £10,000.” The growing mercenary na-
ture of eighteenth-century marriage is further exemplified by the 1742 
publication A Master Key to the Rich Ladies Treasury: The Widower and 
Bachelor’s Directory, which provided the names, addresses, and fortunes 
of four hundred wealthy women, including a number of whom were in 
their seventies and eighties.56

Added to these monetary difficulties was the fact that, in urban 
areas, single men were relatively scarce. Rural to urban migration was 
primarily female, and a significantly greater number of marriageable 
women than men lived in cities. This gender disparity was then further 
compounded by war (England was engaged in the War of the League 
of Augsburg) and colonial emigration, both of which had dramatically 
reduced the number of single men in England.57 Moreover, large num-
bers of the remaining single men were uninterested in marriage. In cit-
ies like London, unmarried men were able to live comfortable lives as 
bachelors and many found this option highly attractive. By 1695, there 
were areas in London where these single men accounted for more than 
20 percent of the population.58

The above factors greatly reduced many women’s marital opportu-
nities, and this, combined with a desire for greater marital autonomy, 
set the stage for an explosion in matrimonial advertising and the rise of 
female-authored ads.59 The first matrimonial advertisements were all 
written by men, but, in the years after Hardwicke’s Act, women began 
authoring matrimonial advertisements. These ads provided women 
with many of the same benefits as earlier colonial marriage expeditions. 
They helped women increase their marital value, expand their number 
of suitors, and improve their economic and social circumstances. At 
the same time, they also provided women with a number of advantages 
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over earlier mail-order bride programs. Specifically, they gave mail-
order brides significantly more control over their future marriages.

Early mail-order brides had little knowledge of the type of men they 
were agreeing to marry. They were also unable to request certain quali-
ties in their future husbands or even negotiate the terms of their mar-
riages. The rise of matrimonial advertisements improved this situation. 
Matrimonial advertisements and matrimonial correspondence pro-
vided potential mail-order brides with important information regard-
ing the men they were agreeing to marry and gave women substantially 
more control over the circumstances of their marriages.

The first female-authored ad was published in the Aris Gazette in 
1761. The ad was written by two friends and stated,

To the men of Sense, Wanted, for two young Ladies, whose persons are
Amiable, straight and free
From natural or chance Deformity,—Pomfret two agreeable Partners 

for Life, Men of Integrity and Worth, between the age of 24 and 30, if in 
Trade will be most agreeable. They are Ladies about the same Age, with 
very handsome Fortunes and whose Characters bear the strictest 
Enquiry.60

The ad’s request for men of “integrity and worth” between twenty-four 
and thirty and in trade followed the format established by the numer-
ous male-written matrimonial ads. However, the female authors also 
took the unusual step of including a quote from John Pomfret’s poem, 
“To His Friend Inclined to Marry.” Pomfret’s poem lists various things 
a man should look for in a woman, and eventually concludes with the 
Enlightenment idea that love is the most important criterion.61 By 
including the Pomfret quote, the ad’s authors indicate that they are 
seeking not only a love match but also, like the poem’s male author, to 
define their marriage criteria.62

The demands in the 1761 ad are subtle, but as female-authored ads 
became more common, the authors of these ads became increasingly 
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willing to dictate their marital desires. For example, in 1787, the Times 
printed the following highly specific ad from a woman seeking a hus-
band. According to the writer, her future husband was someone who

[m]ust never drink above two bottles of claret, or one of port at a sit-
ting, and that but three times week. His education must be liberal, his 
address captivating. In company he must pay a constant attention to 
his spouse, and not ogle, or intrigue, by squints and looks, with pert 
misses, who constantly give men encouragement by made-up leers, and 
manufactured sight. He must love and cherish the women [sic] only he 
has promised to do so in the sight of heaven. He must never get up after 
twelve or rise before nine o’clock: in a word, he must be the very man 
he ought to be.63

Many of this writer’s demands are unreasonable. However, her unrea-
sonableness is intriguing. At a time when wives were supposed to 
be meek and docile, this author rejected that stereotype and used 
matrimonial advertising to help arrange a different kind of union. 
Consequently, regardless of whether this particular woman was able 
to find a husband who met her numerous requirements, her ad shows 
how women could use matrimonial ads to find men open to more 
unconventional marital arrangements.64 Not surprisingly, the feminist 
potential of these ads did not go unnoticed.

In Sarah Gardner’s 1777 play, The Matrimonial Advertisement, or a 
Bold Stroke for a Husband, she explicitly presents matrimonial ads as a 
means of improving women’s lives by giving them greater control over 
their marital prospects. The play centers on a rich and powerful widow 
and her search for a husband. When the widow was young, she was 
forced to marry a man of her parents’ choosing. Now that she is older 
and independent, she is determined to marry for love and, in order 
to arrange this love match, the widow places a matrimonial ad: “Any 
Gentleman, well born, well educated, well principled, of sound morals 
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and unblemished character, charitable enough to take a young agree-
able Widow with a plentiful fortune; and who is very desirous of enjoy-
ing the supreme felicities of the married state with such a partner: let 
him address a line to the Widow Windfall, at Madame l’Bronze  . . .  at 
the Lamb in Love Lane.”65 Gardner presents the widow’s decision to 
advertise as empowering, but she is also aware that it is controversial, 
and she has one of the widow’s suitors provide the following defense 
of female matrimonial advertisers. The suitor states, “And why not?  . . .  
when a lady swerves from the general rule and makes the first advances 
she is deemed indelicate. Fy! ’tis illiberal! An untainted mind is above 
all prejudice.”66

Interestingly, the widow’s defender is actually a false suitor, a man in-
terested only in her fortune, but this makes the impact of his statement 
even more forceful. The widow, with her “untainted mind,” is above re-
proach and achieves happiness through her ad. It is only the false suitor, 
with his devious motives, who is harmed by his involvement in marital 
advertising. When he attempts to convince the widow of his affections, 
she easily recognizes that he is solely interested in her fortune. There-
fore, instead of falling for his deception, she quickly rejects his suit and 
leaves him “confounded with shame” for being the “first of [his] fam-
ily, that has been outwitted by a woman.”67 In this way, Gardner’s play 
dismisses the common criticism that matrimonial ads harm women’s 
reputations or increase their likelihood of deception. Instead, the play 
shows how such ads were used by intelligent women to initiate court-
ships and increase their marital choices.68

By the time Gardner’s play was produced, matrimonial advertising 
in England had become pervasive. By 1777, it was so widely used that 
one young lady was able to complain “the mode of advertising is be-
come too general” (this did not stop her from placing her own ad).69 In 
America, however, matrimonial advertising was much slower to catch 
on. The first American matrimonial ads were all jokes; only decades 
later did serious ads begin to be published.
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One of the earliest joke matrimonials was an ad written in 1722 by 
Benjamin Franklin and published in the New England Courant. Frank-
lin’s ad stated,

Advertisement.
Several Journeymen Gentlemen (some Foreigners, and others of our 
Own Growth), never sully’d with Business, and fit for Town or Country 
Diversion, are willing to dispose of themselves in Marriage, as follows, 
viz.: Some to old Virgins, who, by long Industry have laid up £500, or 
proved themselves capable of maintaining a husband in a genteel and 
commendable Idleness. Some to old or young Widows, who have Es-
tates of their first husband’s getting, to dispose of at their second hus-
band’s pleasure. And some to young Ladies, under age, who have their 
Fortunes in their own Hands, and are willing to maintain a pretty, gen-
teel Man, rather than be without him.

N.B. The above Gentlemen may be spoke with almost any hour in 
the day at the Tick-Tavern, in Prodigal Square, and will proceed to 
Courtship as soon as their Mistresses shall pay their Tavern Score.70

A few months later, the paper ran another Franklin penned ad further 
mocking the supposed mercenary nature of matrimonial advertise-
ments. The ad read,

Any young Gentlewoman (Virgin or Widow) that is minded to dispose 
of her self in Marriage to a well accomplish’d young Widower, and has 
five or six hundred Pounds to secure to him by Deed of Gift, she may 
repair to the Sign of the Glass-Lanthorn in Steeple-Square, to find all 
the encouragement she can reasonably desire.71

As these joke ads demonstrate, American colonists were familiar 
enough with the form and purpose of matrimonial advertisements 
to make fun of them, but demographic differences between the two 
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countries made matrimonial advertisements far less useful in colonial 
America.

Unlike England, America was primarily rural, with no comparable 
cities and limited migration. Moreover, in the small country towns 
and villages where most Americans lived, marriage was a necessity and 
being “picky” or remaining single was not an option.72 In fact, being 
single was outlawed in many colonial towns. For example, one Con-
necticut town law forbade “any young unmarried man to keep house,” 
and another required all single persons to live with their families.73

Many colonial towns also imposed significant penalties on adult 
children who attempted to leave home. For example, one Connecticut 
town “taxed ‘lone-men’ twenty shillings a week ‘for the selfish luxury 
of solitary living.’”74 Similarly, a Massachusetts town discouraged bach-
elors by requiring that “every unmarried man in the township shall kill 
six blackbirds, or three crows, while he remains single.”75 In Hartford, 
Connecticut, a bachelor tax was imposed on both the single man and 
any who aided his unmarried state by renting him lodgings.76 Specifi-
cally, the Hartford law stated that “‘Bourders, Sojourners, and Young 
persons’ are required to ‘attend to the Worship of God’ in the families 
where they live and ‘to be subject to the domestick Government of the 
same,’ or else forfeit five shillings for every breach of the law.”77 A few 
single men were able to circumvent such prohibitions, but it was ex-
tremely difficult. When two Connecticut bachelors sought to share a 
home in violation of one of these ordinances, they had to bring their 
case to court and receive a special dispensation from the town authori-
ties before their request was granted. Even then, the authorities made 
them promise to “carry themselves soberly and  . . .  not entertain idle 
persons to the evil expense of time by day or night.”78

Given the difficulties faced by those attempting to remain single, it 
is not surprising that marriage in colonial America was nearly universal 
and that parental control over children and their marital decisions was 
much stronger than in England.79 In addition to prohibitions on leaving 
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home, parental control was cemented through numerous statutes re-
quiring parental consent for marriage. In 1632, Virginia enacted the first 
parental consent statute, but it was soon followed by many others.80 
In 1637, the Plymouth Colony prohibited “‘any motion of marriage to 
any man’s daughter or mayde servant’ without having ‘first obtayned 
leaue’ of the parents or master.”81 Ten years later, Massachusetts law de-
clared that “whereas God hath committed the care and power into the 
hands of parents for the disposing their Children in Marriage, so that 
it is against rule, to seek to draw away the affections of young maidens 
under pretence of purpose of marriage, before their parents have given 
way and allowance in that respect.”82 A New Haven, Connecticut law 
from this period was even more explicit. It forbade marriage without 
parental consent and also provided numerous examples of the ways a 
wily suitor could attempt to violate this requirement including “speech, 
writing, message, company-keeping, unnecessary familiarity, disor-
derly night meetings, sinful dalliance, gifts, or any other way, directly 
or indirectly.”83

Most of the colonial parental consent laws preceded Hardwicke’s Act 
by decades.84 In addition, unlike Hardwicke’s Act, which applied only 
to children under twenty-one, American consent laws rarely included 
an age limit.85 The purpose of these laws was to aggressively cement 
parental control. Legal records demonstrate that colonial courts were 
not hesitant to aid parents in this goal. For instance, in 1648, a court 
ordered Thomas Dunn to abstain from visiting Martha Knott of Sand-
wich, Massachusetts; in 1652, Jonathan Coventry was indicted for ask-
ing Katherine Bradbury to marry him; in 1658, a Massachusetts court 
ordered Paul Wilson to pay a ten-pound fine for soliciting the deacon’s 
daughter against her father’s will; and in 1660, Arthur Howland was 
fined five pounds for wooing Plymouth governor Thomas Prence’s 
daughter without permission, a transgression that he committed again 
seven years later and was again fined.86 This deference to parental con-
trol began to recede in the eighteenth century, but it likely contributed 
to the delay in American matrimonial advertisings.
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When the first American matrimonial advertisement was finally 
published in 1759, it is not surprising that the author specifically re-
quested a woman unconstrained by parental authority. The ad ap-
peared in the Boston Evening Post on February 23, 1759:

To the Ladies. Any young Lady between the Age of Eighteen and 
twenty three of a Midling Stature; brown Hair, regular Features and a 
Lively Brisk Eye: Of Good Morals & not Tinctured with anything that 
may Sully so Distinguishable a Form possessed of 3 or 400£ entirely her 
own Disposal and where there will be no necessity of going Through 
the tiresome Talk of addressing Parents or Guardians for their consent: 
Such a one by leaving a Line directed for A. W. at the British Coffee 
House in King Street appointing where an Interview may be had will 
meet with a Person who flatters himself he shall not be thought Dis-
agreeable by any Lady answering the above description. N.B. Profound 
Secrecy will be observ’d. No Trifling Answers will be regarded.87

Whether this ad culminated in marriage is unknown. What is clear, 
however, is that it did not portend an explosion in matrimonial adver-
tising. Unlike in Britain, where matrimonial ads had experienced 
almost immediate popularity, in America, another century passed 
before this mode of courtship became widespread. In the interim, mat-
rimonial advertisements grew steadily but were far from common and 
were treated primarily as the province of fools and cheats.

Antebellum newspapers would gleefully and ominously recount sto-
ries of people caught in marital scams. For instance, in 1852, the New 
York Daily Times ran a particularly humiliating story about a matrimo-
nial hoax carried out by a group of bored English stockbrokers from 
Leeds. According to the Times, the men came up with the idea for 
the trick after reading a sappy matrimonial ad and deciding it would 
be amusing to answer it.88 Writing as a young and beautiful woman 
named “Miss Bailey,” the men began a correspondence with the ad’s 
author. After a short time, they invited the man to meet “Miss Bailey,” 
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who would be one of the stockbrokers dressed in drag. The advertiser 
agreed and, according to the article, “was smitten at first sight.” The 
love-struck man proceeded to declare his affections and propose mar-
riage, “especially when it was made known that the proprietor of this 
graceful form had £1,500 in her own right.” At this point, one hundred 
of Miss Bailey’s collaborators rushed into the room, surrounded the 
poor suitor, informed him that he had been duped, and took turns read-
ing out loud his entire correspondence. Then, when the oration was 
complete, the room cheered for Miss Bailey, who stood, dressed as a 
man, and “acknowledged the compliment.” The article ends with a de-
scription of the mortified man’s departure and the words “he has not 
since been heard of.”89

A few years after the Leeds story, the Times published another, 
more menacing article, emphasizing the dangers of matrimonial ad-

Misleading matrimonial advertisement. A History of Working-Class Mar-
riage, http://workingclassmarriage.gla.ac.uk/tag/personal-ads/.

http://workingclassmarriage.gla.ac.uk/tag/personal-ads/
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vertisements. The article involved a man named Charles Chester and 
chronicled his numerous matrimonial swindles. The article, which 
was probably fictional, appeared in 1856 under the headline “Roman-
tic Rascality: A Lion among the Ladies” and was clearly a response to 
the growing popularity of matrimonial ads. Chester is described as a 
handsome charmer and scoundrel, who abandoned a wife and child 
in Louisiana and then moved to the Northeast, where he ingratiated 
himself into New York high society and managed to dupe a number of 
rich widows into marrying him. Then, because the number of women 
he could meet this way was limited, he turned to matrimonial adver-
tisements, through which he made “the acquaintance of many foolish 
women.” According to the article, “Many he deceived  . . .  by advertising 
for a wife under various names.  . . .  He first gained the confidence of 
these ladies, won their affections, proposed to all of them and was by 
all accepted.”90 The article then explains that Chester’s scam was even-
tually discovered when three of the would-be brides were having their 
wedding gowns tailored by the same dressmaker, at the same time, and 
began chatting to each other about their respective fiancés. After a brief 
discussion, the women realized they were all engaged to the same man.91 
Two of the women fainted, and the article mentions that cologne and 
cold water were required to arouse them. The piece ends by stating that 
“[a]t length, fearful, perhaps, of the storm that he had raised, or from 
some other [reason], the scoundrel accepted an appointment of surgeon 
on the Isthmus and prepared to start for that place.”92

A few days after publishing the Chester article, the Times’ editors 
claimed to have received numerous additional letters from women who 
had also been scammed by Chester. The editors declared that given 
the large number of women being deceived by Chester and presum-
ably others like him, it was their obligation to issue a warning regarding 
matrimonial advertisements:

We are in the receipt of a number of letters from ladies, in various parts 
of the country, who have been to a greater or less extent the victims of 



126  •  Advertising for Love

[Chester’s] intrigues, begging that their names may not be made public, 
in connection with the letters they have written. They need not feel the 
slightest alarm on this score. But we hope they will learn a lesson from 
their experience, in this instance, which will be of service to them here-
after. They should understand that the matrimonial advertisements, 
which abound in some of our City papers, are, in nine cases out of ten, 
merely the tricks of profligate scoundrels, who seek, in this way, to open 
an acquaintance for the prosecution of their libertine purposes.  . . .  We 
are aware that very many young ladies answer these advertisements “for 
the fun of the thing,” and without any serious intention:—but it is very 
dangerous sport, and may end in compromising their characters to an 
extent they do not dream of at the onset.

We trust the revelations of this case will check the somewhat active 
business that has been done for some months past in the line of adver-
tising for wives.93

The entire Chester saga appears to have been created as an elabo-
rate warning to women not to engage in matrimonial advertising. 
However, the Times did not limit its concern to women. Shortly after 
publishing the Chester story, the paper ran another story, also likely 
fictional, clearly intended to dissuade men from placing matrimonial 
advertisements. It involved a man named Charley Baker who would 
amuse himself by answering matrimonial advertisements as a woman 
named Sallie Baker, a wealthy young woman living with her control-
ling brother.94 After receiving a reply to his ad, Baker would suggest 
the suitor (referred to as a Softie) call on “Sallie” the next day at nine 
o’clock in the morning. When the man rang the door and asked to see 
Sallie, Baker would pretend to be Sallie’s brother and inform the suitor 
he did not wish for his sister to receive calls from strangers and then 
slam the door in the man’s face. When the suitor rang again an hour 
later as instructed in Sallie’s letter, Baker would greet him with a cow-
hide and beat the “rascal who would lead his sister astray.” The article 
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ended by noting approvingly that in this manner Baker had used up six 
rawhides and “taught sense to a score or two of Softies.”95

Although the Baker and Chester stories are almost certainly fic-
tional, they convey the very real disapproval of matrimonial advertising 
increasingly common in antebellum America. The majority of Ameri-
cans viewed them as unnecessary and risky, and those who fell victim 
to matrimonial scams were perceived as deserving of the resulting de-
ception. The New York Tribune’s response to a letter from a victim of a 
matrimonial scam exemplifies this view. The man wrote,

To the Editor of the N. Y. Tribune.
Sir: An old hag in Philadelphia gets her living by occasionally ad-

vertising in your paper as a “prepossessing” and “confiding young lady in 
want of a husband.” From those green enough to reply, she manages, by 
various artful pretenses, to extract from $5 to $10, and then drops the 
correspondence and goes in for another haul. You ought to expose her.
New York, April 14, 1858, A Victim96

The New York Tribune printed the letter and was willing to aid in the 
“old hag’s” exposure, yet the editors’ reply shows they felt very little pity 
for “A Victim.”97 They responded,

We do not mean to take the part of swindlers; but we can’t help believ-
ing that “A Victim” has been served just right—as many victims had 
been before him, and many more will be after him. For how came he 
to respond to this “prepossessing” and “confiding young lady”? Was he 
really in want of a wife? If he were, are the prepossessing young ladies 
within the sphere of his acquaintance so invincibly averse to matri-
mony that he can make no impression on the obdurate heart of even 
one among them? If so, we must believe his experience an uncommon 
one. But no—those who really desire to make or improve the acquain-
tance of young ladies with a view to marriage, are under no necessity 
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of either advertising or responding to advertisements. This is not the 
mode in which any young woman who desires and deserves a worthy 
life-partner is at all likely to seek one or ought to do so. Probably nine-
teen of every twenty matrimonial advertisements are decoys, put forth 
by libertines or “hags” to lure victims into their toils; and those who 
respond to them are usually quite as bad as their authors.98

The Tribune’s statements regarding the ease of entering marriage may 
have been true for the majority of Americans, but not for all. For the 
unconventional, radical, or just different, matrimonial advertisements 
offered an unparalleled means of meeting like-minded individuals. 
Therefore it is not surprising that some of the earliest publications to 
solicit matrimonial ads were non-mainstream periodicals. For example, 
in 1845, the Water-Cure Journal, which was popular with the small but 
growing vegetarianism movement, began seeking matrimonial ads in 
order help its readers find compatible marriage partners. Most of the 
authors of these advertisements had radical views on health and social 
policy issues, and many were affiliated with the women’s rights move-
ment or abolition. For example, in an 1855 issue, a woman named Annie 
published the following: “No. 53—I am thirty-one years of age, large, 
healthy, good looking, good hearted, a practical vegetarian and hydro-
path, wear the Bloomer when I choose. As for musical talents, believe I 
could sing to my own babies. Should make a loving wife. Should pre-
fer a farmer or mechanic. Not over-particular. He must be a Water Cure 
and Vegetarian. annie.”99 By stating she wears bloomers, Annie was 
indicating her affinity with the women’s rights movement. Bloomers 
were pants worn under short skirts that were developed as an alterna-
tive to the restrictive female fashions of the time. They were originally 
created for health reasons, but because of the freedom of movement 
they provided, they were quickly adopted by the women’s rights move-
ment and became a symbol of reform in the 1850s.

In the same issue, a woman named Gertrude placed an equally radi-
cal ad:
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No. 64—Am 28 years of age, neither handsome or a “singing angel”; 
but understand the music of the pudding-slice. Am in no hurry about 
marrying; but think I should like to find my partner as soon as 31. Am 
5 feet 4 inches in height, and must be mated phrenologically and spiri-
tually, or not at all. Should wish one who could do without tea, cof-
fee, pork, beef, mutton, and feather-beds; a practical anti-slavery man, 
anti-tobacco, and I care not if anti-razor—in short, one who acts upon 
principle rather than policy. Age anywhere between my own and 40. 
gertrude.100

As these examples demonstrate, some antebellum women began 
using matrimonial ads to dictate the terms of their marriage and 
seek alternatives to the repressive gender roles and beliefs of the pe-
riod. Nevertheless, while such uses may have empowered individual 
women, they also fostered a backlash against matrimonial advertise-
ments. Women who responded to or placed matrimonial ads were seen 
as unfeminine, improper, or worse. Such views are readily apparent in 
the mock advertisement and reply printed in an 1843 issue of the Jef-
fersonian Republican. The exchange began with seven ads supposedly 
from “seven gentlemen,” all who expressed a desire to find a wife. Im-
mediately following these ads was the reply of a woman named Maria 
Lovewell, who epitomized every negative stereotype about the kind of 
women that answered matrimonial advertisements.

Lovewell begins her response by noting that that she is “handsome; 
as to temper, that is yet to try,” but she cheekily adds, “but all young 
ladies are good-tempered till married.”101 Lovewell then proceeds to 
critique the advertisements of each of the seven men. The first is too 
rich, and she fears it will “make him giddy and foolish”; the second is 
too handsome and thus must be “vain”; the third is an officer in the 
Navy, which means he lacks “moral virtue”; four and five are in dry 
goods, which makes them “bankrupts”; number six “has nothing but 
prospects  . . .  that may never be realized”; and seven is actually quite 
appealing, but she rejects him because she is not convinced he will be 
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Water-Cure Journal front page. Digitized by the Internet Archive in 2012 with 
funding from Open Knowledge Commons and Harvard Medical School.
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able to give lectures or speeches without looking at his notes.102 Finally, 
after ridiculously rejecting all the men, she concludes with the follow-
ing feminist declaration:

I want a husband, but I suppose ladies have as much right of choice as 
gentlemen. The man I want, must not be disagreeable in person, use no 
tobacco or snuff, drink no rum or ardent spirits, well educated, accus-
tomed to good company, a lover of his wife and children, if he should 
have any, ambitious to improve in knowledge and usefulness, a keeper 
at home, and anything but a dandy. He must read his Bible, and love to 
go to church.

These are my views, if any of your seven gentlemen come up to this 
standard—I need say no more.103

Lovewell’s request may seem reasonable by today’s standards, but at the 
time it demonstrated that only difficult and demanding women placed 
matrimonial advertisements. It warned potential male advertisers that 
instead of finding a loving and obedient wife, they were much more 
likely to encounter an irrational shrew, brazenly dictating her marriage 
terms.

The Lovewell article implied that any woman who would dare 
make such demands is neither respectable nor feminine and other so-
cial critics echoed these beliefs. For example, Fanny Fern, the famous 
antebellum women’s columnist, described female matrimonial adver-
tisers as crass and shameful: “A woman must first have ignored the 
sweetest attributes of womanhood, have overstepped the last barrier 
of self-respect, who would parley with a stranger on such a topic.  . . .  
No, never let woman be the wooer, save as the flowers woo, with their 
sweetness—save as the summer wind woos—silently unfolding the 
rose’s heart.”104

These views regarding female propriety were widespread and un-
doubtedly kept many women from placing or responding to matri-
monial advertisements. This was unfortunate because matrimonial 
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advertising frequently benefited women and provided the means of 
exerting greater control over their marriages. Regardless, as long as 
matrimonial advertising was seen as unnecessary, this form of introduc-
tion was viewed with suspicion and distaste. The eruption of the Civil 
War then changed these views. Suddenly, it was no longer unseemly 
for a woman to correspond with a stranger. Moreover, given the war’s 
decimation of the male population, it was also no longer considered 
unnecessary. This growing support for matrimonial correspondence 
helped usher in the “golden age” of the American mail-order bride, yet 
the long-established connection between matrimonial advertising and 
impropriety, radicalism, and disrepute never entirely disappeared. Pio-
neer mail-order brides were encouraged and protected, but fears sur-
rounding this form of courtship were always lurking. Consequently, 
when the demographic need for mail-order brides out West decreased, 
the distrust of mail-order marriage returned stronger than ever and ul-
timately eclipsed the once widespread recognition of mail-order mar-
riage’s benefits.



133

6

Wanted—Correspondence

In the years after the Civil War, America experienced an explosion in 
mail-order marriage. Tens of thousands of women became mail-order 
brides and used this form of marriage to improve their marital pros-
pects and pursue the greater freedoms available in the American West. 
However, although the advantages these marital immigrants received 
were real, the support for mail-order marriage was superficial and fleet-
ing. Once western states achieved their demographic objectives they 
had little interest in continuing to promote mail-order marriage and 
quickly stopped extolling its benefits and began emphasizing its dan-
gers. Meanwhile, eastern support for mail-order marriages had always 
been tenuous, and without the West’s population concerns, these 
states saw little reason to promote mail-order marriages. Consequently, 
even during the height of mail-order marriage’s popularity, the views 
regarding these marriages were decidedly mixed, demonstrating that 
mail-order marriages are most supported when they provide national 
benefits in addition to individual ones.

The rise of nineteenth-century mail-order marriages began during 
the Civil War as matrimonial correspondence was reconceived as a pa-
triotic duty. Prior to the war, it was considered unwise and improper 
for respectable women to correspond with unknown men, but after war 
erupted, women were encouraged to write to strangers. At first, most 
women wrote only to soldiers they knew, but this meant men received 
war correspondence only if they had mothers, sisters, wives, or female 
friends. Those soldiers without these relationships, young, bored, 
scared, and lonely, also craved feminine letters from the home front. As 
a result, some soldiers began placing “Wanted: Correspondence” ads 
in newspapers and requesting responses from “‘fair and patriotic’ dam-
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sels,” and popular periodicals started encouraging women to answer 
these requests.1 Women were advised it was their patriotic duty to en-
sure that all soldiers, known and unknown, received correspondence. 
One of the most forceful of these exhortations was an Atlantic Monthly 
article titled “A Call to My Country Women.”

This treatise was written by Gail Hamilton, a noted essayist and 
fierce advocate for women’s rights. In the article, Hamilton describes 
letter writing as the most important contribution women could make 
to the war effort.2 She implores her female readers to forgo other war 
work, such as sewing (for “stitching does not crush rebellion”), and 
seize their pens with “passionate purpose.” Hamilton instructs them to 
channel their “soul of fire” into letters for the front lines.3 Appeals like 
Hamilton’s were effective, and American women eagerly embraced this 
patriotic view of correspondence. One young letter writer, a woman 
named Lou Riggen, demonstrates this nationalistic ardor in her letter 
to Lieutenant E. L. Lybarger, a man she had never met, in which she 
states that she would happily do nothing but war correspondence if 
she could “by this means contribute one mite toward the closing of this 
insatiable war.”4

Envelope addressed by Lou Pearl Riggen. Courtesy of Ohio University Press, 
Athens, OH.
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Letter from Lou Pearl Riggen. Courtesy of Ohio University Press, 
Athens, OH.
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Riggen’s patriotic sentiments were undoubtedly genuine. At the 
same time, her letters reveal that war correspondence differed very lit-
tle from the previously maligned matrimonial correspondence. In the 
following letter to Lybarger, it is clear that Riggen’s patriotic ardor is 
closely intertwined with her romantic aspirations. Riggen begins her 
letter unsure if Lybarger has survived a previous battle. As a result, she 
initially focuses on the glory and sacrifice of war:

I scarcely know how to commence writing to you, before I received your 
last letter you were probably included in the list of “killed, wounded or 
missing,” of the last battle; the sad tale which follows either victory or 
defeat. I sincerely hope not however. I hope you are not among those 
unreturning braves whose deaths, thought glorious, and in a glorious 
cause “make countless thousands mourn” that among those left to rally 
once again round the flag is my pleasant correspondent—not I hope 
selfishly for the sake of that correspondence so pleasant, but for the sake 
of his mother, and sisters if he has any, for the sake of the Country wait-
ing to be rescued by valiant arms and stout hearts from ignoble slavery.

A few lines later, however, the stiff and ceremonial tone of the letter 
disappears:

You flatter me exceedingly. “Counterhopper! loafer!” O, O how could I 
help laughing at the funny idea? What a pleasant impression my letters 
must have made. I never had a very flattering opinion of my letter writ-
ing ability until the reception of your last. If you judge from my letters 
that I belong to one of the aforementioned classes how can you be “very 
well pleased?”

You certainly do not expect my photograph though I have a decided 
curiosity (the heritage of the world in general) to see your photo.5

In this latter part of the letter, Riggen is clearly attempting to capital-
ize on the romantic possibilities offered by war correspondence.6 
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Unfortunately for Riggen, this particular soldier did not desire a 
romantic relationship. The two corresponded for years, but when the 
war ended, Lybarger married his cousin and left Riggen brokenhearted. 
Nevertheless, many other soldiers did form romantic relationships with 
their female correspondents, and wanted-correspondence ads were fre-
quently explicit about the possibility of love and marriage within the 
context of patriotism. Consider the following:

A Frenchman, an officer in the Army of the Potomac, aged twenty-eight, 
of unexceptionable character, without lady acquaintances, wishes to 
open a correspondence with some young lady with a view to matri-
mony. No carte de visite nor money required. All he asks is amiability. 
Address Captain Louis Allard, Sixty-second regiment, N.Y.S.V., Wash-
ington, D.C., or elsewhere.7

A young soldier, having served in the Army of the Potomac since it was 
first organized, and now in camp near Falmouth, desires to open a cor-
respondence with a young lady of intelligence, with a view to matri-
mony on his return home. No trifling. Address C.H. De Arty, Second 
United States Infantry, Gen. Sykes’ division, Army of the Potomac, Va.8

Both these ads explicitly refer to the possibility of marriage, but they 
also make numerous references to the bravery and commitment of the 
ads’ authors.

Allard states that he was in the N.Y.S.V., a volunteer regiment. This 
means he was not drafted, but chose to fight for the Union. Similarly, 
De Arty wrote that he had been with the Army of the Potomac since 
it was first organized, which signified he had been a Unionist since the 
beginning of the war and had reenlisted after his first commission was 
completed (originally, soldiers signed up for only ninety days).9 In ad-
dition, the fact that both men are part of the Army of the Potomac is 
particularly significant. This was a division well known for its bravery 
and, at the time these ads were placed, had just suffered particularly 
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devastating casualties. Therefore, it is likely that the reference to the 
men’s division, prominently placed in the first line of both ads, was 
specifically included to elicit feelings of patriotic sympathy. In fact, al-
lusions to death and danger were common in wanted-correspondence 
ads, and many soldiers included morbid lines like “with a view for mat-
rimony if the fortunes of the war should prove.”10 Consequently, by 
noting their division, both Allard and De Arty were able to emphasize 
the very real dangers they were facing and present their matrimonial ad 
as something akin to a soldier’s dying wish.

Ads like those of Allard and De Arty were highly effective at trans-
forming matrimonial correspondence from a foolish or improper ac-
tion into a patriotic one. Thousands of women responded to such ads. 
However, it was actually the end of the war that had the greatest im-
pact on matrimonial correspondence.11 By the time the Civil War con-
cluded, an entire generation of young men had been killed, and with 
their deaths, tens of thousands of women faced the prospect of never 
marrying. Suddenly, matrimonial advertisements could no longer be 
dismissed as unnecessary. War had altered the marital landscape, and 
many women began to view matrimonial advertisements as their last 
chance for marriage.12

Western states quickly recognized that the tragedy of war presented 
an unparalleled immigration opportunity. After the war, most western 
states continued to suffer from a shortage of women, so many state leg-
islatures began offering eastern women compelling and unprecedented 
incentives to immigrate. These acts were a continuation of the prewar 
policy of incentivizing female immigration through legal benefits. In 
1849, California had enacted property protections for married women. 
Similar laws were then passed in Kansas in 1855,13 Oregon in 1857, and 
Nevada in 1864.14 In all three of these states, the explicit purpose of 
these female-friendly laws was to increase female immigration. Shortly 
after the Kansas law was enacted, an article in the Anti-Slavery Bugle (an 
Ohio newspaper) described the law as an “Invitation to Female Emi-
grants.” The paper also predicted it would be highly effective warning 
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that “[u]nless the older States are willing to risk the loss of the flower 
of their female population, we see nothing left for them but to imitate 
the example of Kansas.”15

Once the Civil War ended, these immigration incentives increased. 
In 1869, the year the transcontinental railroad was completed and west-
ern emigration became substantially easier, Wyoming became the first 
state to pass female suffrage,16 and the state also enacted laws forbid-
ding sex discrimination in the hiring of teachers and passed a resolu-
tion giving women the right to attend legislative sessions.17 They made 
these changes specifically to entice women to come. As the Wyoming 
legislators explained, the “territory desperately needed immigrants, 

A group of Montana men advertising for wives. Glacier National Park, “Land-
owner News 2009,” http://www.nps.gov/glac/learn/management/upload/
Landowner_news_09.pdf.

http://www.nps.gov/glac/learn/management/upload/Landowner_news_09.pdf
http://www.nps.gov/glac/learn/management/upload/Landowner_news_09.pdf


140  •  Wanted—Correspondence

particularly the feminine variety.”18 Similarly, in an 1872 article titled 
“The Woman Movement in Wyoming,” Edward M. Lee explains that 
these legislators were swayed not by public sentiment, but by the belief 
that female equality would act as a “first class advertisement” for the 
comparatively unknown territory.19

Contemporary Wyoming newspapers echoed these beliefs. For ex-
ample, after suffrage passed, one Cheyenne newspaper enthusiastically 
wrote, “We now expect at once quite an immigration of ladies to Wyo-
ming. We say to them all, come on. There is room for a great many here 
yet.”20 One hopeful Wyomingite even placed his own ad in the Revolu-
tion, a suffrage newspaper. He wrote, “there is probably no state in the 
Union, where women have more freedom and are less deprived of their 

An all-male dance in Lubbock, Texas. Stag Dance at Lubbock. Erwin E. Smith 
(1886–1947). Copyright © Erwin E. Smith Foundation, Erwin E. Smith Col-
lection of the Library of Congress on Deposit at the Amon Carter Museum of 
American Art, Fort Worth, TX. Courtesy of Texas State Library and Archives 
Commission.
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rights,” and he encouraged “the girls to come to this higher plain of 
Human Rights.”21

Not surprisingly, women’s rights advocates quickly recognized the 
political opportunity presented by female scarcity and began advo-
cating women’s suffrage as a way to increase female immigration. For 
example, in a speech before the Washington territorial legislature, suf-
frage advocate Susan B. Anthony promised that female suffrage would 
be followed by “the most gratifying of results—the immigration of a 
large number of good women to the Territory.”22 Similarly, Henry B. 
Blackwell, editor of the Woman’s Journal, spoke before the Montana 
constitutional convention, assuring territorial legislators that giving 
women the right to vote would result in the “immigration of a large 
number of good women to the territory.”23

These advocacy efforts were effective, and many western states soon 
followed Wyoming’s lead. Women gained the franchise in Utah in 1870, 
Washington in 1883, Montana in 1887, Colorado in 1893,24 and Idaho in 
1896.25 By 1915, women had suffrage in every western state save Texas 
and New Mexico. In contrast, not a single eastern state had granted the 
right to women.

Mail-order marriage helped many mail-order brides achieve greater 
political rights, but for African American mail-order brides in particu-
lar, the rights they gained through marital immigration could be even 
more substantial. Not only did mail-order marriage give many of these 
women the right to vote, it also gave them a way to escape the South 
and its crushing racial restrictions. Consequently, although African 
American brides were never as numerous as their white counterparts, 
their experience with this type of marriage was similar. Both groups 
used mail-order marriage as a means to change their circumstances 
and better their lives. For example, African American mail-order bride 
Emily Brinson met her husband, Thomas Detter, a Nevada miner and 
prominent advocate for African American civil rights, through a mat-
rimonial advertisement and married him in June 1876 in a sumptuous 
ceremony that transcended racial prejudices. The Eureka Sentinel pub-
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lished a description of their wedding, stating it was “attended by nearly 
all of the colored folks in town, besides some twenty-five or thirty 
white people, including some of our most prominent citizens and their 
wives.”26

A significant number of African American mail-order brides also 
came West due to the immigration efforts of the Busy Bee Club, a 
group, founded in 1885 by six African American women, seeking to in-
crease female immigration to Tucson, Arizona. In order to attract these 
female immigrants, the club placed matrimonial advertisements in nu-
merous eastern papers and then supplied interested women with one-
way tickets paid for by the town’s bachelors.27

Mail-order marriage enabled African American as well as white 
women to leave unfortunate circumstances and move to places where 
they would have greater freedom and acceptance. A study by law pro-
fessor Lawrence Friedman confirms that the ability or inability of 
women to move could literally have life-changing consequences.28 
Friedman examined the rates of infanticide in Britain, the eastern 
United States, and the American West and discovered that while the 
rates in Britain and the eastern United States were significant, border-
ing on epidemic,29 the tragedy was nearly nonexistent in the west.30 
This difference led Friedman to conclude that infanticide is a crime of 
immobility, something women do when they have no other options 
and cannot leave. In places like the American West, where women had 
greater mobility and the chance to “drop old identities and conceal 
their lack of a marriage,” infanticide disappeared.31 Thus, Friedman’s 
work shows how mail-order marriage, which increased female mobility, 
could also be potentially life-saving. This enhanced mobility helped in 
other, less drastic, ways as well.

In order to undertake the uncertainties of marital immigration, 
mail-order brides needed to be bold and self-sufficient. Consequently, 
western states seeking mail-order brides began praising these “unfemi-
nine” traits and applauding women who did not conform to the rigid 
gender roles of the period. Nineteenth-century western papers were 
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full of stories admiring the independence and fortitude of mail-order 
brides.32 For example, in 1887, the Daily Yellowstone Journal published 
a story about a mail-order bride who arrived in Miles City, Montana, 
two weeks before her groom expected her. When he did not appear, 
she spent two days making “inquiries concerning the recreant lover.” 
Then, after failing to obtain any information about him, she traveled to 
Helena to find a job. Shortly thereafter, the would-be groom arrived in 
Miles City, discovered his mistake, and rushed off to Helena to find his 
bride. He located her, and they were quickly married.33 In this particu-
lar story, the couple was reunited, but not all missing grooms turned 
up. That same year, the Chicago News published an article about a mail-
order bride from New York who arrived in the Dakota Territory to find 
that her prospective groom had deserted her and the territory. Despite 
this setback, this resourceful woman was unfazed and, within four days 
of arrival, had received “12 proposals of marriage” and was busy “trying 
to pick out the man she likes best.”34

In addition to stories about the occasional jilted bride, western news-
papers also published numerous articles about women rejecting their 
intended fiancés. Given the gender imbalance in the West, most poten-
tial grooms were eager to marry their intended brides, but the women 
were often more hesitant and many unapologetically rejected would-be 
grooms who failed to meet their expectations. For example, in 1890, 
the Virginia City Enterprise (a Nevada newspaper) ran an article titled 
“The Young Man Failed to Suit.” The article described a matrimonial 
correspondence between an eastern woman and a Nevada man who 
had become acquainted through a matrimonial advertisement. After 
the two became engaged, the woman traveled to Nevada intending to 
marry the man, but after meeting him in person, she decided that she 
was “not pleased with his appearance, and refuse[d] to perform her part 
of the contract.” Nevertheless, she was pleased with Nevada and, the 
paper, noted “she is still here.”35 An 1874 article from the Western Ad-
vance (an Oregon newspaper) described a similar rejection. In this case, 
the matrimonial correspondence occurred between an eastern woman 
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and a Nebraskan man. According to the paper, the two began writing 
after the woman answered the man’s matrimonial advertisement, and 
shortly thereafter they became engaged. The woman then traveled to 
Omaha to meet her new fiancé, but “when she reached that famous 
city  . . .  she was disappointed with his personal appearance and refused 
point blank to permit the tying of the nuptial knot.”36

Both articles depict mail-order brides firmly in control of their 
marital decisions, and female-authored matrimonial advertisements 
further demonstrate how mail-order marriage helped women take a 
more active role in the courtship process. These ads allowed women 
to specify what qualities they were looking for in a spouse. It is clear 
that many female advertisers reveled in the liberating aspects of this 
courtship medium and the ability it gave them to express their desires 
honestly. For example, in 1910, a woman placed the following ad in a 
Missouri paper:

Attractive woman, not a day over thirty, would be pleased to correspond 
with eligible man. Not absolutely necessary that he should be young. 
Would prefer one with property, but one with a good paying position 
would be satisfactory. The young lady is of medium height, has brown 
hair and gray eyes, not fat, although, most decidedly, she is not skinny. 
Her friends say she is a fine looking woman. Object matrimony. Reason 
for this advertisement, the young woman lives in a little dinky town, 
where the best catches are the boys behind the counters in the dry 
goods and clothing stores, and every one of them is spoken for by the 
time he is out of his short pants.37

A similarly direct ad was placed in a Calgary newspaper in 1916 by a 
group of women:

We have looked over the eligibles here, but find most of them stand-
ing in front of the bar or out autoing with somebody’s else wife. We 
don’t call them men. What we want is a real man with real brains and 
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real honor; a man who would like a good, clean wife and a good clean 
home and honor them both.    .  .  .  Now, if some good bachelor with 
plenty of backbone, brains and brawn; who keeps himself scrubbed and 
brushes his teeth; who pays enough attention to his fingernails to keep 
them from going into mourning for past decency, wants a home and a 
“homey” wife, and thinks he can stand a little scolding once in a while 
to give spice to life, we shall be mighty glad to hear from him and all 
about him.38

Female-authored ads gave women more control over the marital pro-
cess, which changed the way men approached mail-order marriage. 
Consider the following ad placed by an Arkansas farmer in 1855: “Any 
Gal that’s got a bed, a coffee pot, and a skillit; knows how to cut out 
britches, can make a huntin’ shirt, and knows how to take care of 
children, can have my services until death parts both of us.”39 This 
advertisement is solely a list of things the farmer wants his future wife 
to do or provide for him, which likely did not appeal to many women. 
However, female-placed ads showed men how they could make 
themselves more attractive matrimonial candidates. For example, the 
following letter was written in response to a female-authored matrimo-
nial advertisement:

In inclose my photograf with My Full Description. It shows the fea-
tures as nachel as can bee only it is to Dark; I am very lite Complexion, 
Gray eyes, Orbon hair, 6-foot high, waight 190 Lbs, inclined to be hump 
shouldered; A Muskler Man and a widower 28 years old with A Com-
men Schol Equations, but hav Got Anof to Atten to Enny Businness, I 
am Strictly Morrel. Don’t Use Tobacco Nor Whiskey  . . .  I hav Only 
One Thing to Offer, And it is Neither Lands Nar Gold. But a Strong 
Arm and a True Hart and will lay Down My Life for the Rite Girl and 
Be Happy, for I am tired of living Alone. The girl that Steels my Hart and 
takes my name for the Remainder of My Lif I will make Happy, for I am 
hunting a Girl that I can idleise and Make a Angle of.40
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Unlike the Arkansas farmer who lists the qualities he desired in a wife, 
the above respondent provides a list of the qualities that would make 
him a good husband. Not surprisingly, matrimonial advertisements 
particularly appealed to women who wanted more equal relationships. 
In fact, an 1890 study by criminologist Arthur MacDonald specifically 
found that the desire for greater equality motivated the majority of 
female matrimonial respondents.

For his study, MacDonald placed a fake matrimonial advertisement 
in a variety of New York City newspapers and then conducted inter-
views with the respondents to discover why they replied. One woman 
explained that her interest came from the fact that matrimonial corre-
spondence permitted her “to break through conventionalities.”41 A sec-
ond respondent echoed this sentiment: “[I am] tired of the society act, 
and fancy I’d like just a tiny bit of bohemianism.”42 Other interviewees 
were even more explicit in linking matrimonial correspondence with 
a desire for independence and especially equality. For example, “Miss 
D” explained that she answered matrimonial ads because “[I a]m very 
independent, and I have views of my own which some people do not 
approve of.”43 When asked to give an example of these ideas, Miss D 
responded with a forceful condemnation of the marriage double stan-
dard, stating that the traditional marriage arrangement was unfair in 
that it expected women to be “perfectly pure” while allowing men to 
be “the most awful rakes that ever existed.”44 According to Miss D, ei-
ther women should be granted more liberty or men should also have to 
meet the same standards of sexual purity. Another respondent, “Miss 
I,” expressed similar sentiments: “[I]n regard to women  . . .  society 
has imposed such a system of reserve upon them, that it is not always 
easy for them to throw off. If they were as free and natural as men, they 
would be misunderstood and misinterpreted in ninety-nine cases out 
of a hundred.”45

MacDonald’s study revealed that women used matrimonial advertis-
ing in order to pursue the type of freedoms and equality they felt were 
unavailable in the traditional marriage arrangement. Such desires are 



Wanted—Correspondence  •  147

admirable. However, MacDonald found them scandalous and believed 
they bordered on moral depravity. His views were not uncommon, par-
ticularly in the East, where matrimonial ads were never able to fully 
disassociate themselves from the trace of disrepute.

The late nineteenth century was the height of the separate spheres 
ideology, when respectable women were expected to be passive and 
weak. Matrimonial correspondence, particularly female-authored ads, 
challenged these assumptions. Therefore, it is not surprising that in 
eastern cities critics often leveled the most damning accusations they 
could at these ads, that they were solicitations for sex. For example, in 
an 1862 editorial in the New York Times, the author railed against the 
New York Herald’s matrimonial column stating, “The ‘Personal’ and 
‘Matrimonial’ columns of the Herald grow more shameless and loath-
some every day, teeming with undisguised proposals for prostitution, 
which certainly come within the spirit of even the most lenient re-
pressive statutes of all civilized countries.”46 Similarly, in 1869 Junius 
Browne published The Great Metropolis, a Mirror of New York and de-
scribed the city’s marriage brokers (go-betweens who often placed ads 
for customers) as “growing less matrimonial and more and more mer-
cenary agents for assignation.”47

In addition, eastern papers continued to ridicule matrimonial adver-
tisers by publishing stories detailing elaborate matrimonial hoaxes. For 
example, in 1876, the New York Times and a number of other American 
papers ran an article titled “An Amusing Matrimonial Hoax,” about a 
Glasgow merchant who placed a matrimonial advertisement answered 
by a group of young men posing as an eligible young lady. According 
to the article, the advertiser was invited to have dinner with the sup-
posed young lady and her father. After dinner, the “father” pulled off 
his disguise and revealed the trick. The embarrassed man then tried to 
leave, but the door was locked; when he attempted to open it, he pulled 
a string and was doused in flour. He then put on his hat, found it filled 
with paraffin oil, and was hit with a bag of sulfur flour. Finally, when 
the man was permitted to open the door and leave the building, he 
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was bombarded with soot and rotten eggs.48 A year later, the New York 
Times ran a similar hoax story involving a lonely grocer who answered 
a matrimonial advertisement from a woman named “Agnes.” However, 
instead of taking him for tea at her aunt’s house, the woman delivered 
him to a group of young men who tied him up, covered him in treacle 
(a substance like molasses), and left him bound to a hedge.49

Eastern papers further attempted to discourage matrimonial adver-
tising by publishing sensational stories about the dangers of mail-order 
marriage, including a handful of cases involving murder. One of the 
most notorious and horrific examples of mail-order murder was the 
case of Johann Otto Hoch, a nineteenth-century serial killer known as 
the Chicago Bluebeard. Hoch found his victims through matrimonial 
advertisements and murdered as many as fifty women in the 1890s. 
Eventually, Hoch became careless and was apprehended.

Hoch met his last victim, Marie Walcker, through an ad he placed 
in the Abend Post, a German evening newspaper published in Chicago: 
“Matrimonial—Widow, without children; the end of the thirties; Ger-
man; own home; wishes acquaintance of a lady; object, matrimony.”50 
The ad attracted the attention of Walcker, a forty-five-year-old divor-
cee who made her living by washing, house cleaning, and other general 
work. She also owned a small candy shop. After seeing Hoch’s ad, she 
sent him the following reply: “Dear Sir: In answer to your honorable 
advertisement, I hereby inform you that I am a lady standing alone. 
I am 45 years of age. I have a small business, also a few hundred dol-
lars—a little fortune—a few hundred dollars. If you are in earnest, I tell 
you I shall be. I may be spoken or seen any time during the day. Address 
No. 12 Willow Street. Marie Walcker.”51 The two arranged a meeting 
and Hoch proposed. On the morning of the marriage, Walcker sold her 
store for seventy-five dollars, which she gave to Hoch. She also gave 
him eighty dollars in cash and access to her bank account. Less than 
one week later, Walcker became ill. She was described as very pale with 
sores around her mouth. A few days later her symptoms worsened, and 
she began having severe pain in her stomach and became incontinent. 
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Hoch called for the doctor and then wrote to his wife’s sister, Amelia 
Fischer, informing her that Walcker was very sick. Fischer immediately 
rushed to visit Walcker, whom she described as pale and yellow, expe-
riencing frequent vomiting, restlessness, and nervousness, and suffer-
ing from horrible stomach pain and a violent thirst. Walcker died a few 
days later. The same day as his wife’s death, Hoch proposed to Fischer, 
and amazingly she accepted. Fortunately, Walcker’s other sister was not 
so easily charmed. She thought Walcker’s death was suspicious, and 
alerted police to the possible poisoning. When Walcker’s body was ex-
humed and autopsied, arsenic poisoning was confirmed.

Matrimonial advertisements gave Hoch a simple way to meet poten-
tial victims and the anonymity to reinvent himself over and over again. 
At least two other serial killers used similar methods to find victims, 
highlighting the potential dangers of mail-order marriage.52 However, 
these horrific murders were extremely rare. The most common crimes 
related to mail-order marriages were theft, fraud, and seduction, but 
even these were decreasing as states instituted substantial legal reforms 
to protect single women from being harmed during the premarital 
period. Consequently, despite the growing emphasis on the danger 
of mail-order marriage, they actually became less risky as the century 
progressed.

On June 6, 1902, the Iola Register printed an article titled “Insane 
from Courting,” describing “Edna Smith, a pretty 17-year-old girl of 
Lincoln, Nebraska” who was taken to the hospital after “suffering de-
mentia and hysteria.” Smith “appealed to a policeman for aid, saying 
she was alone and penniless. To the police matron she confessed hav-
ing corresponded with several men she met through a matrimonial 
agency.” After making this confession, Smith then “broke down, her 
mind gave away, and the doctors have been unable to calm her.”53 The 
article implies that Smith was seduced and then abandoned by one of 
her matrimonial correspondents, seemingly demonstrating the danger 
of matrimonial correspondence. However, although matrimonial ad-
vertisements may have contributed to Smith’s seduction, they were not 
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the main cause. Seduction was a growing problem in the post–Civil 
War period, due to rapid modernization and changes in the way court-
ships were conducted, and it was certainly not a problem confined 
solely or even primarily to mail-order marriage.

Monitoring courtship had traditionally been the role of the fam-
ily and local community, but by the late nineteenth century, parental 
control had decreased significantly and rapid urbanization had further 
weakened traditional community ties.54 Families and communities 
could no longer effectively police their children’s premarital relation-
ships, so the state assumed this role.55 Specifically, in order to protect 
single women, courts and legislators began expanding marital rights 
into the “premarital” period and transforming the formerly weak torts 
of seduction and breach of promise to marry into strong causes of ac-
tion with significant and severe penalties.

The tort of seduction was well established by the beginning of the 
nineteenth century. It was defined as the act of “seducing and having 
illicit connection with an unmarried female of previous chaste char-
acter” under a “promise of marriage.”56 However, the legal “victim” 
of seduction was the “woman’s father, guardian or master.”57 Seduced 
women were not protected. In fact, the law viewed such women as 
equally responsible for their seduction, and arguments that a woman 
had only consented because the seducer had promised marriage were 
typically considered irrelevant.58

The difficulties caused by this male-centered definition of seduction 
are readily apparent and were poignantly demonstrated in a seduction 
suit from 1804. A woman named Rebecca Frost attempted to sue her 
former lover for seduction after he promised to marry her but aban-
doned her alone and pregnant. Frost demonstrated that she had been of 
“previously chaste character” before she met George Marshall and pro-
vided multiple witnesses who testified that Marshall had declared his 
intention to marry her. In fact, Marshall had even secured permission 
from Frost’s family. Nevertheless, despite this evidence, South Carolina 
Judge Joseph Brevard denied Frost’s claim. According to Brevard, any 
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other ruling would allow a woman “to take advantage of her own frailty 
and turpitude; and might have a tendency to encourage lewdness.”59

In 1843, Chief Justice John Bannister Gibson of the Pennsylvania 
Supreme Court issued a similar ruling in another seduction case. Like 
Brevard, Gibson blamed the woman for her seduction and found the 
seducer’s promises of marriage irrelevant. According to Gibson, “Every 
girl who is silly enough to surrender her citadel of virtue to her lover, on 
the credit of general professions of love, is silly enough to believe that 
she is going to be married out of hand; and it must not be forgotten that 
professions are not promises.”60

For judges like Brevard and Gibson, women “foolish” enough to 
be seduced deserved what they got. However, by the mid-nineteenth 
century, these harsh attitudes were changing. Courts were increasingly 
concerned with protecting women from seduction and offering them 
substantial compensation when seduction did occur. For example, in 
the 1850 New York seduction case Wells v. Padgett, the court awarded 
damages to the female plaintiff and explained its decision by stating, 
“[T]he female and seducer do not stand on equal grounds. She is the 
weaker party and the victim of his acts, and the seduction has been 
practiced upon her under the false color of a promise of marriage, 
which he never intended to perform.”61 Wells was one of the first deci-
sions to treat seduced women as victims. However, other courts quickly 
adopted this reasoning. As a result, women were increasingly able to 
bring seduction suits, paving the way for its criminalization.

Originally, the fact that seduction was solely a tort meant that per-
petrators could be forced to pay monetary damages for the harms they 
caused but could not be charged with a crime. But as the nineteenth 
century progressed, there was a growing movement to criminalize se-
duction. In 1840, the New York state legislature received twenty thou-
sand petitions seeking its criminalization,62 and thousands of similar 
petitions were presented to the Massachusetts legislature in 1845.63 
These petitions were effective. By 1850 both New York and Massachu-
setts had enacted statutes criminalizing seduction and other states fol-
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lowed soon after. By the end of the century, more than forty-one U.S. 
jurisdictions had enacted criminal seduction statutes. Seducers now 
faced serious repercussions for their actions: not only thousands of 
dollars in fines but also decades in prison.64 Consequently, although 
matrimonial advertisements may have made it easier to find potential 
seduction victims, growing legal penalties dramatically reduced the at-
tractiveness of seduction.

The changes in seduction law were accompanied by legal changes 
regarding breach of promise actions. Initially, breach of promise suits 
focused solely on the economics of the broken marriage contract, 
limiting the amounts victims could receive. However, as the century 
advanced, judges began allowing punitive and exemplary damages.65 
This meant that jilted lovers could be compensated for both the ac-
tual economic loss that resulted from the aborted courtship and the 
emotional suffering and social stigma they had experienced. In his In-
troduction to American Law, nineteenth-century Ohio lawyer Timothy 
Walker wrote that these changes to breach of promise compensation 
meant “very heavy damages are often received in such suits,”66 a drastic 
understatement. Due to these legal changes, successful breach of prom-
ise plaintiffs began receiving awards similar to what they would have 
received as a divorcing spouse. It became common for plaintiffs to be 
given a share of both the breaching party’s current assets and a claim 
to future income. In addition, they were also often “awarded damages 
for the emotional anguish, and humiliation,” and for any harm to future 
marriage prospects.67

A third legal change that protected nineteenth-century women from 
potential marriage fraud was the increased recognition of common-
law marriages: those that have not been solemnized before an officiant, 
such as a judge or priest, yet nevertheless conform to a pattern of be-
havior that forms a legal marriage. Common-law marriages have a long 
history in the United States, but they were often controversial, and in 
the early part of the nineteenth century the legality of these marriages 
was hotly contested. Then, in 1877, the Supreme Court decided Meister 
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v. Moore and decisively upheld the legality of common-law marriage.68 
By 1890, most states permitted the practice.

Like the changes to seduction and breach of promise actions, the ex-
panded recognition of common-law marriage helped to protect women 
against marital fraud and exploitation.69 Common-law marriage re-
framed a nonmarital relationship as marital and gave the participants 
the associated protections. Women in common-law marriages no lon-
ger had to rely on the promise of their intended husbands to legalize it. 
Instead, if they lived in a marriage-like relationship, and their husband 
treated them as a wife, they would be considered married. The legality 
of common-law marriage also meant that women in these relationships 
no longer had to worry that their partner’s death or desertion could 
leave them in legal limbo. If they had been living together and behaving 
as man and wife, they were considered common-law married and the 
woman was protected.

These legal changes reflected a transformation in the way women 
in nonmarital relationships were perceived. By extending marriage-like 
protections to these nonmarital relationships, the law converted the 
potentially subversive courtship process into something wholesome 
and deserving of protection.70 As Judge Sutherland stated in his treatise 
on damages, “It is the policy of the law to encourage matrimony,” and 
breach of promise suits reflect the fact that “society has an interest in 
contracts of matrimony both before and after they are consummated.”71

Changes to the law regarding seduction, breach of promise, and 
common-law marriage protected all women, but they were particularly 
valuable for those considering mail-order marriage. These reforms 
meant potential mail-order brides were no longer at the mercy of their 
fiancés’ promises. Instead, they could insist on having their common-
law marriages recognized, could sue their former paramours for signifi-
cant damages if they turned out to be liars or frauds, and could initiate 
criminal proceedings if they were the victims of seduction. Most im-
portant, however, contemporary accounts demonstrate that many 
mail-order brides were aware of these legal protections and willing to 
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use them. For example, when a widow named Catharine Duggan was 
defrauded and abandoned by a man she met through a matrimonial ad, 
she did not hesitate to sue her former paramour for breach of promise 
to marry.

Duggan met Charles Le Roy in the spring of 1884 after Le Roy, who 
lived in New England, placed an ad in a New York paper advertising for 
a wife. The ad stated “a gentleman of 32, good-looking and smart, with 
$5,000, desired the acquaintance of a lady of means, one that wanted a 
good husband.” Duggan replied and the two began a correspondence. 
In his letters to Duggan, Le Roy presented himself as earnest and trust-
worthy. He wrote that he did not drink or chew tobacco and wanted to 
marry quickly. He also wrote that he was looking for a good and honest 
wife and that he “didn’t care if she was not handsome.”72 After corre-
sponding for a short time, the two arranged a meeting and became en-
gaged. Shortly thereafter, Le Roy informed Duggan that he had become 
ensnared in a bad business deal concerning some horses and needed a 
loan to settle the debt before they could marry. Duggan loaned him the 
money, but within days Le Roy disappeared. Then, after realizing Le 
Roy had no plans to return, Duggan sued him for breach of promise.73

A similar story led to the case of Kaufman v. Fye, also a breach of 
marriage case.74 However, unlike Le Roy, who simply wanted Duggan’s 
money, W. P. Kaufman had a more amorous theft in mind. In 1894, 
Kaufman, who was forty years old and already married, began a mat-
rimonial correspondence with a twenty-one-year-old seamstress from 
Chicago named Birdie Fye. The two corresponded for a short time, and 
shortly thereafter Kaufman proposed. Kaufman then convinced Fye to 
visit him. Although Kaufman had promised in his letters to treat Fye 
“as a sister,” as soon as Fye arrived he attempted to turn the relationship 
physical. In fact, the court records note that on one occasion Kaufman 
caught Fye by the ankle with such ardor that it required her to strike 
him “violently” and “[knock] the fire out of his eyes like electric car 
wheels.” After being repeatedly rebuffed, Kaufman broke off their en-
gagement. Fye then sued him for breach of promise and won.75
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In a third example, People v. Adams,76 the would-be groom was more 
successful in his seduction. John Adams and Rosa Renz met through 
a matrimonial advertisement. After a short correspondence, they be-
came engaged and Adams suggested that Renz travel to Cincinnati to 
meet him and get married. Renz agreed. She arrived on a Saturday and 
wanted to wed immediately, but Adams informed her that marriage li-
censes could not be obtained on the weekend and that they would have 
to wait until Monday. That Monday Adams offered another excuse and 
suggested they travel to Cleveland to be married. On the trip, Adams 
attempted to pass Renz off as his wife and share a hotel room, but she 
objected and they stayed in separate rooms. In Cleveland, Adams made 
further excuses for delaying the wedding, and he then suggested they 
travel to Detroit. In Detroit, Adams once again tried to register Renz as 
his wife, but she refused, saying they would not share a room until they 
were man and wife. Adams then left to get the marriage license and 
returned a short time later with three papers for her to sign. After Renz 
signed them, Adams told her they were married. They then proceeded 
to live together as man and wife, but Renz soon suspected she had been 
tricked and contacted a detective.77 Adams was eventually arrested and 
convicted of seduction. In addition, the court noted that had Adams 
been single (he was already married when these events took place), 
the court would have found his actions satisfied the requirements for 
common-law marriage.78

Women like Renz, Fye, and Duggan, in answering matrimonial ad-
vertisements, took risks that did not pan out. Nevertheless, these cases 
demonstrate that the legal changes regarding breach of promise and se-
duction as well as the recognition of common-law marriage all helped 
reduce the dangers associated with matrimonial advertisements. These 
protections also contributed to the proliferation of mail-order mar-
riage. By the end of the nineteenth century, mail-order marriage was 
widespread and dozens of newspapers, consisting solely of matrimo-
nial advertisements, had been created to help facilitate these marriages. 
The most well-known matrimonial newspaper was the Matrimonial 
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News, which was printed in two cities for more than thirty years and 
claimed to have assisted in the creation of more than twenty-six hun-
dred marriages.79 There were numerous other similar papers, including 
Heart and Hand, Wedding Bells, Cupid’s Messenger, New York Cupid, and 
Standard Correspondence Club.80 However, despite the extensive use 
of matrimonial advertisements, the clear benefits, and the significant 
protections for female participants, mail-order marriage was never fully 
accepted by the American public. Papers continued to publish numer-
ous stories about the dangers of this form of courtship,81 and victims 
of matrimonial fraud continued to be berated for their “foolishness.”82 
In 1907, one Saint Louis judge even stated that he regretted there was 
no law to “punish the victims of matrimonial advertisements.”83 Con-
sequently, by the early twentieth century, it was clear that despite the 
numerous benefits of mail-order marriage, these unions had acquired 
a decidedly mixed reputation. These misgivings then transformed into 
outright hostility once the primary practitioners of mail-order marriage 
changed from white Americans to foreign women of color.
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Marriage at the Border

Mail-order marriage became widespread in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, and thousands of American women traveled west as mail-order 
brides. However, public opinion regarding these marriages was mixed. 
Western states needed female immigrants and frequently praised and 
encouraged mail-order marriage. At the same time, these marriages 
were also criticized as foolish and risky. But as the racial demographics 
of the brides changed, the conflicted view of mail-order marriage disap-
peared. The new impression, at least with regard to foreign mail-order 
marriages, was one of unequivocal hostility.

Foreign mail-order marriages undermined nineteenth-century U.S. 
immigration policies enacted to keep out racially, economically, and so-
cially “undesirable” immigrants. These laws barred most single women 
from immigrating to the United States, but marriage to an American 
citizen or permanent resident allowed foreign women to circumvent 
these restrictions. Consequently, mail-order marriage became an at-
tractive option for foreign women seeking to immigrate. At the same 
time, this loophole also angered many white Americans. Opponents of 
foreign mail-order brides increasingly viewed these women as schem-
ing and opportunistic, criticisms that were particularly pronounced 
with regard to Asian brides.

The first significant Asian immigration to the United States began in 
1849 after the gold rush boosted demand for laborers, miners, and rail-
road workers. Thousands of men left China to fill these positions. The 
majority of these men planned to return to China, but some settled in 
America. As the need for cheap labor decreased, those who remained 
were increasingly viewed as unwelcome competition for employment 
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and white Americans began demanding immigration restrictions to 
prevent the arrival of additional Chinese immigrants.

In 1870, Congress responded to these concerns by barring the ability 
of Chinese immigrants to naturalize; the only Chinese now eligible for 
citizenship were the American-born children of Chinese immigrants. 
Five years later, Congress attempted to limit the number of American-
born Chinese by banning the immigration of Chinese prostitutes and 
then labeling nearly all Chinese female immigrants as prostitutes. Last, 
in 1882 Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, effectively ending 
Chinese immigration and with it the marriage hopes of thousands of 
Chinese men already admitted.1

The Chinese Exclusion Act barred all laborers, both male and fe-
male, from entering the United States and decreed that women im-
migrating to marry Chinese laborers would be evaluated in the same 
immigration category as their intended husbands. Consequently, be-
cause most Chinese immigrants were laborers, this new law meant they 
could no longer seek wives from China.2 In addition, state antimiscege-
nation laws prevented Chinese men from marrying anyone other than 
an Asian woman. Therefore, given the scarcity of Asian women in the 
United States and the inability of additional Chinese women to immi-
grate, the Chinese Exclusion Act prevented the majority of Chinese im-
migrants from marrying and having families.3

The Chinese Exclusion Act ended Chinese immigration to the 
United States, but it did not block the immigration of other Asian 
immigrants. In fact, just as most Chinese immigration was ending, 
Japanese immigration was exploding. The Japanese government had 
barred its citizens from emigrating to the United States, but in 1885, the 
ban was lifted and thousands of immigrants left Japan, eager to escape 
widespread political turmoil and economic hardship.4 In 1884, the year 
before the immigration ban was lifted, one-seventh of Japan’s rice land 
was foreclosed and the countryside was filled with riots. In addition, 
urban conditions were almost as bad: low wages, appalling working 
conditions, and a nascent labor movement ruthlessly suppressed by the 
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A cartoon depicting America’s anti-Chinese sentiment. Library of Congress.
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government.5 A young Japanese factory worker provided the following 
description of factory life: “From morning, while it was still dark, we 
worked in the lamplit factory till ten at night. After work, we hardly had 
the strength to stand on our feet. When we worked late into the night, 
they occasionally gave us a yam. We then had to do our washing, fix our 
hair, and so on. By then it would be eleven o’clock. There was no heat 
even in the winter, and so we had to sleep huddled together.”6

Immigration offered an alternative to grueling and dangerous fac-
tory work. In addition, wages in America were as much as twenty-five 
times higher than those in Japan and were also available to women.7 
Once emigration was permitted, many Japanese men and women seized 
the opportunity to leave Japan, but as their numbers in America began 
to rise, U.S. anti-Japanese sentiment also increased. By the turn of the 
twentieth century, a ban on Japanese immigration appeared inevitable. 
Consequently, in 1907 the Japanese government decided to institute a 
self-imposed limit on Japanese emigration to avoid the embarrassment of 
a ban. This decision was known as the Gentlemen’s Agreement. The 1907 
agreement curtailed most Japanese immigration to the United States, but 
unlike the Chinese Exclusion Act, it still permitted the immigration of 
the wives and children of the Japanese men already in the United States. 
It was this crucial difference that led to the rise of “picture brides.”

Like the Chinese men who had preceded them, the majority of 
nineteenth-century Japanese immigrants were male, so they had diffi-
culty finding suitable wives. In order to marry, many of these men were 
forced to return to their homeland. However, the trip back to Japan was 
costly, and returning men risked being subject to Japan’s military draft. 
In addition, U.S. restrictions on Japanese immigration meant that reen-
try could be problematic or even impossible. To avoid these difficulties, 
many Japanese men seeking to marry began turning to mail-order mar-
riage, to “picture brides.”8

Picture-bride marriages were typically arranged through the help 
of mutual friends or the family of the potential bride and groom. The 
couple would be put into contact and then exchange photos and cor-
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respondence. If they decided to marry, most of the men would wed by 
proxy, which meant that the groom would have another man represent 
him at a marriage ceremony in Japan, where such marriages were legal. 
After this proxy marriage, the new bride was granted a passport and 
permitted to immigrate to America.9

Because most picture marriages were facilitated through mutual 
friends and family members, these unions were similar to traditional 
arranged marriages.10 Nevertheless, there were a number of signifi-
cant differences that clearly establish these relationships as mail-order 
marriages. First, like most late nineteenth-century mail-order brides, 
Japanese picture brides traveled thousands of miles to marry strang-
ers. In addition, like the thousands of American mail-order brides who 
preceded them, the majority of picture brides actively chose marital 
immigration, and they did so for similar reasons.11 Many picture brides 
were poor women from traditional farming villages, looking to escape 

Japanese picture brides arriving in the United States. Nichi Bei, http://www.
nichibei.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/PictureBrides.jpg.
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poverty. Others were older or divorced or plain women who hoped 
to improve their marital prospects. A number were even upper-class 
women who turned to marital emigration in order to escape traditional 
Japanese social constraints. These women would frequently speak of 
having married America, not the man.12 Last, a large number of pic-
ture brides were not Japanese at all but actually Okinawan or Korean 
women seeking to escape Japanese occupation.

In 1879, Japan had invaded and annexed Okinawa, which led to the 
widespread appropriation of land for sugarcane production, reduced 

Map of Japan. http://ian.macky.net/pat/map/jp/jp.html.
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the amount of farmland used for food, and left Okinawans starving and 
destitute as they were forced to depend on high-priced imported foods 
from Japan.13 Japan’s discriminatory taxation of the Okinawans fur-
ther exacerbated these problems. For example, in 1882, Okinawa paid 
655,279 yen in taxes to the central government, while it received only 
455,136 yen in goods and services in return.14

Poverty forced many Okinawans, particularly young women, to seek 
work on the Japanese mainland under horrendous conditions and per-
vasive discrimination. Kikunaga Atsu, a fourteen-year-old girl who left 
Okinawa in 1910 to work at Tōyō Textile Mill in Wakayama Prefecture, 
described the harshness and desperation of life in the mills:

Girls there came down with beri-beri one after another. Steam was 
pumped into the factory that had to be kept constantly warm and hu-
mid, making the air so bad it was a miracle if you didn’t get sick. And 
standing at the machines working all day made the pain in our leg joints 
worse. But even when our legs swelled up, they told us it wasn’t serious 
enough to be treated. I ended up in the hospital.  . . .  After that I wanted 
to go home, but they wouldn’t let us leave until our contracts were up. 
I had to work at Tōyō for five years, longer than most of the other girls. 
One of them caught a lung disease and died while I was there.15

Similar experiences convinced thousands of Okinawans to leave Japan, 
and by the 1940s, one-sixth of the entire Okinawan population had 
immigrated abroad. Initially, many of these immigrants, both male and 
female, came to America,16 but the 1907 Gentlemen’s Agreement ended 
most of this immigration. Nevertheless, under the agreement Japanese 
wives were still permitted to enter America, so many Okinawan women 
became picture brides.17

The desire to escape Japanese domination and its ills effects was also 
an especially strong motivation for Korean picture brides.18 In 1910, 
Japan annexed Korea, and thousands of Koreans suddenly lost their 
lands and way of life.19 In addition, these men and women were sub-
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ject to the deliberate and wide-scale destruction of their culture and 
identity.20 However, the one “benefit” of annexation was that Korean 
women were now considered Japanese for purposes of the Gentlemen’s 
Agreement, and thousands of Korean women subsequently became 
picture brides. As Phyllis Ahn Dunn, a fourteen-year-old Korean pic-
ture bride, recalled many years later, “I begged my mother to let me go 
to Hawai’i—I was not afraid.”21

Asian women became picture brides for many of the same reasons 
that American women became mail-order brides, but the impact of 
U.S. immigration law added unique strains and pressures to Asian 
mail-order marriages. Unlike American mail-order brides, who would 
routinely reject objectionable fiancés, Asian picture brides rarely had 
that option. Before a Japanese, Okinawan, or Korean woman could 
even enter the United States, she was required to marry, meaning Asian 
picture brides had few options when confronted with an undesirable 
groom.22 In most cases, their only choices were to marry or return 

Japanese picture brides at Angel Island in 1919. Wikimedia Commons.
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home in disgrace.23 Moreover, because most would-be grooms knew 
few women would consider returning home, these men frequently ben-
efited from deception.

In 1918, Yoshiko Ueda traveled to America on the Kashima Maru 
and described his conversations with the many picture brides aboard 
the ship: “Having plenty of free time, we talked about our personal af-
fairs and they spoke about their husbands, whom they had never seen. 
Some of them proudly said such things as: ‘My husband is president of 
a company.’ Or ‘Mine is the manager of a large store.’” However, Ueda 
also noted that in most cases, these glowing descriptions turned out to 
be false: “[W]hen the boat finally landed, the ‘president’ and the ‘man-
ager’ turned out to be unbearably disgusting, about 40 or 50 years old, 
and their humble job was working on the railroads.”24

Unfortunately, Ueda’s experiences were not unique. Many other ob-
servers also noted the large number of picture brides who had been 
lured by false promises of a young and wealthy husband. In 1917, a pic-
ture bride named Shika Takaya gave the following, unflattering descrip-
tion of many of the picture grooms: “Men who claimed to be owners 
of large stores, turned out to be running small fruit stands. Big farmers 
turned out to be share-croppers of five or six acres. And many of those 
men who had sent us splendid letters written in a fine hand, had had 
their letters written for them.”25 Korean picture brides also wrote of 
similar disappointment. One nineteen-year-old Korean woman pro-
vided the following heartbreaking description of meeting her husband:

I came to Hawaii and was so surprised and very disappointed because 
my husband sent his 25 year old handsome looking picture. You know 
he was tall, six feet high. He came to the pier, but I see he’s really old, 25 
years more old than I am. My heart stuck. I was so disappointed, I don’t 
look at him again. So I don’t eat and only cry for eight days. I don’t eat 
nothing, but at midnight when everybody sleeps I sneak out to drink 
water, so I don’t die.  . . .  If I don’t marry, immigration law send me back 
to Korea free. Oh, I was thinking, thinking. I came once [to Hawaii], 
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better I marry and stay here.  . . .  My parents would be very shame, so I 
can’t go back. So after eight days, I [married him].26

A sixteen-year-old Korean picture bride named Nam Soo Young also 
remembered the bitter disappointment she felt upon meeting her hus-
band: “When I see him, he was much older, an old man. I was surprised. 
He cheated his age ten years. He was twenty-five years older than I. 
‘How can I live with him?’ I thought.” Young considered refusing to 
marry and returning home, but in the end she decided against it. Thus, 
“with tears running down her cheeks,” she married her husband.27

These experiences were common among Asian picture brides, but 
the women also developed a variety of methods to cope with their 
marital disappointments. Many focused on the benefits that their mar-
riage and entry into America had afforded them, including, for some, 
religious and political freedoms. For example, many Korean picture 
brides began advocating for Korean independence. Large numbers 
of these women had been well educated back in Korea. Some had at-
tended high school, a few even college.28 This background helped them 
acquire leadership positions in the Korean American community and 
many became indispensable advocates for Korean freedom.29

Other picture brides dealt with their marital disappointment by 
taking advantage of America’s economic opportunities. These women 
quickly realized that female scarcity in Asian immigrant communities 
meant they could earn a significant income performing traditional 
women’s work such as cooking, cleaning, or serving.30 In addition, 
picture brides further increased their economic prospects by forming 
mutual aid societies and pooling their earnings to facilitate loans so 
members could start businesses or buy real estate.31 Due to these savvy 
business practices, many picture brides were able to significantly im-
prove their economic circumstances. Most spent this money on their 
families, but some used it to leave unhappy marriages.

Divorce was not uncommon in Japan, but female-initiated divorce 
was rare. In America the situation was reversed. Wives started the 
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majority of Japanese American divorce proceedings, and this demon-
strated their growing economic power. Japanese American wives were 
able to seek divorces because, unlike traditional Japanese wives, they 
often had access to significant financial resources.32 Specifically, most 
Japanese women were working at the time they initiated divorce,33 so 
they could afford the legal help they needed to prevail.34 For instance, 
1915 records from the city of Sacramento indicate there were 491 mar-
ried Japanese couples and 29 Japanese divorces, which was a rate sig-
nificantly higher than the national average.35 In addition, court records 
show that 24 of these divorces were female-initiated and that nearly all 
ended in a victory for the wife.36 Similarly, in Seattle, which had a total 
Japanese population of 7,874 in 1920,37 105 Japanese divorce cases took 
place between 1907 and 1920.38 Women initiated 70.5 percent of these 
cases and won nearly all of them.39

The grounds Japanese women cited for divorce also reveal the grow-
ing independence and self-sufficiency of these former picture brides. 
For example, the most common reason for divorce cited by petitioner 
wives was not abuse, but the husband’s failure to work. These women, 
supporting themselves and their children, had clearly grown frustrated 
with caring for their unemployed husbands as well.40 Related to this, 
the most common ground for divorce cited in male-initiated divorce 
petitions was the wife’s desertion.41 Many unhappy Japanese women 
did not bother with divorce but simply deserted their husbands.

Contemporary newspapers are full of stories of picture brides leav-
ing their husbands and eloping with other men.42 For example, in 
1916, a Japanese paper described how Kimura Haru, wife of Kimura 
Masaki, had eloped with Shimizu Fudeki, a former employee of her 
husband’s. After suffering a miscarriage, Haru went to Sacramento 
purportedly to regain her health, but while there, by prearrangement, 
she met Fudeki and the two ran off together.43 In a similar case, a 
young picture bride named Ochiyo began work as a barmaid in order 
to support her much older, unemployed husband. She then fell in love 
with a fellow employee named Kawakita and the two eloped. Ochiyo’s 
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husband found them and captured Ochiyo, but she escaped and then 
sued her husband for divorce, arguing that he had “neglected and re-
fused to support [her].”44 The court agreed with Ochiyo and granted 
the divorce.

Women like Ochiyo and Kimura Haru demonstrate the resource-
fulness and fortitude of Japanese picture brides.45 However, many 
white Americans believed such actions were examples of Japanese im-
morality. As the number of Japanese picture brides increased, groups 
such as the Asiatic Exclusion League began claiming these women 
were actually prostitutes and that picture marriage was simply a way 
to import women “for sinister purposes.”46 The commissioner of San 
Francisco expressed similar views when he declared “[f]ifty percent of 
such women, lead immoral lives in this country.”47 In fact, even those 
supposedly supporting Japanese women, such as Margaret Lake, direc-
tor of a missionary home for Japanese women in San Francisco, often 
claimed there was little difference between picture brides and prosti-
tutes. According to Lake, these women were simply “taking [the] place” 
of former Chinese prostitutes.48

For many Americans, the perceived immorality of Japanese pic-
ture brides was particularly galling given the fact that the Gentlemen’s 
Agreement had been intended to reduce the Japanese population in 
the United States and prevent the arrival of additional Japanese im-
migrants. Picture marriages thwarted this goal, and led to the birth of 
thousands of children who, pursuant to the Fourteenth Amendment, 
were automatically entitled to citizenship.49 Suddenly, the United 
States was facing the prospect of a large population of Japanese Ameri-
can citizens. Many white Americans found this possibility terrifying, 
and racist politicians such as California senator James Phelan helped 
fuel these fears. In 1919, Phelan testified before the House Committee 
on Immigration and made exaggerated and inflammatory statements 
about a massive influx of picture brides. For example, he claimed that 
more than 5,000 picture brides had arrived in San Francisco, when the 
actual number was only 668.50 Phelan also made erroneous statements 
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about the Japanese birthrate, asserting that the picture brides were un-
commonly fertile and would typically have a child “every year.”51

Others critics added to these concerns by accusing picture-bride 
marriages of being shams. They claimed that the couple’s proxy mar-
riage in Japan indicated a lack of consent. They also worried these mar-
riages demonstrated a disregard for love.52 Few picture marriages were 
love matches, but such marriages were generally uncommon. In Japan, 
most couples married for practical and familial reasons, however, by 
the early twentieth century, the majority of Americans believed love 
was essential to a successful marriage and increasingly considered the 
loveless picture marriages cruel and barbaric.53 The Japanese consul 
general informed the Japanese government the perceived lack of love in 
picture marriages was contributing to the growing anti-Japanese senti-

A picture bride being processed at Angel Island. Courtesy of California State 
Parks, 2015. Image 231–18–40.
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ment in America and he recommended that the “practice should be 
abolished because it is  . . .  in contravention of the accepted American 
conception of marriage.”54 Unfortunately, this recommendation came 
too late.55

Responding to the numerous and vociferous objections to picture 
marriages, Congress passed the Immigration Act of 1924, ending all 
Japanese immigration to the United States by barring the immigration 
of any persons not eligible for naturalization.56 Consequently, after 
1924, there were no more Japanese picture brides. Nevertheless, the 
experience and success of these women had not gone unnoticed. As 
other potential immigrant groups began to feel the effects of America’s 
increasing immigration restrictions, substantial numbers of foreign 
women turned to mail-order marriage.

Nineteenth-century concerns regarding Asian immigration were ac-
companied by a growing anxiety regarding the much larger influx of 
European immigrants. Between 1880 and 1930, almost twenty-seven 
million people immigrated to the United States, many “undesirable” 
immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe. This exploding im-
migrant population convinced the U.S. government to enact compre-
hensive immigration regulations, not just specific exclusion laws.57 
The result was the Immigration Act of 1882, which potentially affected 
all immigrants but made immigration particularly difficult for single 
women. As a result, marital immigration became an attractive option 
for single women seeking to immigrate to America.

The 1882 act had two critical components. First, it imposed a head 
tax of fifty cents on all immigrants and used this revenue to fund the 
salaries of immigration inspectors, pay for the erection and mainte-
nance of detention facilities, and cover various other costs associated 
with increased immigration regulation.58 Second, it delineated criteria 
that made a would-be immigrant ineligible for entry. The legislation 
dictated that “if on such examination there shall be found among such 
passengers any convict, lunatic, idiot, or any person unable to take care 
of himself or herself without becoming a public charge, they shall re-



Marriage at the Border  •  171

port the same in writing to the collector of such port, and such person 
shall not be permitted to land.”59

Over time, revisions and additional categories of excludable immi-
grants were added to the 1882 act. In 1891, the public charge exclusion 
was expanded by changing “unable to take care of himself without be-
coming a public charge” to “likely to become a public charge” (LPC).60 
In 1903, the law was amended to add people with epilepsy as well as 
“persons who have been insane within five years previous [or] who 
have had two or more attacks of insanity at any time previously.”61 In 
addition, “prostitutes and persons who procure or attempt to bring in 
prostitutes or women for the purpose of prostitution” were also barred 
under this revision. In 1907, the terms “imbeciles” and “feeble minded 
persons” were added to the list of those barred. This revision also ex-
panded the morality ban to include both prostitutes and women com-
ing “for any other immoral purpose.”62 Finally, in 1910, the morality 
provision was amended again so that women who were chaste at the 
time of entry but became prostitutes or “immoral” at some point there-
after were eligible for deportation.63

As a result of the 1882 act and its subsequent revisions, the American 
immigration system was transformed from welcoming to mainly closed. 
Moreover, these changes were particularly challenging for single women 
who now faced the double hurdle of both LPC concerns and suspicions 
of immorality. Many female immigrants were ultimately unable to over-
come these challenges. For example, when Etta Horowitz, a young Ro-
manian widow with two children, arrived in the United States in 1910, 
she was excluded as LPC. Although she was a skilled seamstress who 
testified that she had always supported her family through her work, she 
was denied entry because immigration officials believed that, as a single 
mother, she would be “unable to devote sufficient time and energy to 
work outside the home.”64 Similarly, another seamstress named Rebecca 
Hercovici arrived with her mother in 1902 and was denied entry because 
immigration officials found the “only support appellants would have  . . .  
would be the earnings of the daughter as a tailoress.”65
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These examples demonstrate that even skilled women had difficul-
ties convincing immigration officials of their financial viability, and 
women without demonstrable skills were at an even greater risk of an 
LPC determination. In fact, for these women the only reliable means of 
avoiding an LPC designation was to obtain the guarantee of a male rela-
tive. The case of Renee Berkoff is demonstrative. In 1922, Berkoff emi-
grated from Hungary to join her sisters who were working in America. 
She was single and unskilled, but her sisters earned a good income and 
assured immigration officials they could support Berkoff and that she 
posed no danger of becoming an LPC. Luckily, Berkoff was able to find 
an uncle willing to serve as her legal guarantor and she was eventually 
admitted to the United States. However, many other women were un-
able to find a male guarantor. For example, Vera Zimmerman, another 
single female immigrant, also attempted to rely on her sister’s financial 
guarantees, but these were deemed insufficient, making her inadmissi-
ble. At the time of Zimmerman’s arrival, her sister was earning twenty-
two dollars a month as a domestic servant and had saved almost sixty 
dollars. This was a substantial amount of money, but immigration of-
ficials still informed Vera that she needed a male guarantor. Unfortu-
nately, Vera did not have one and was forced to return to Austria.66

 Immigration officials treated claims of female financial indepen-
dence with skepticism, and women who arrived without a male guar-
antor ran a significant risk of inadmissibility. This risk was further 
increased if the woman was immigrating from a non–Western Euro-
pean country. At the turn of the century, there were strong efforts to 
link rates of poverty with ethnicity. As a result, certain immigrants, par-
ticularly Asians, Greeks, Jews, Mexicans, and southern Italians, were 
much more likely to be deported as LPCs than immigrants from other 
countries. In 1904, Asian and Southern and Eastern European immi-
grants constituted over half of all immigrants deported as paupers or 
likely paupers. Consequently, not only single women but also women 
of certain racial and ethnic backgrounds were especially vulnerable to 
LPC suspicions. Therefore, marriage to a man already living in America 
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was one of the best ways single female immigrants, particularly those 
with these ethnic backgrounds, could avoid an LPC determination.67

Marriage also helped would-be female immigrants by protecting 
them from accusations of prostitution or other types of immorality 
that were frequently leveled at single female immigrants, preventing 
their entry into the United States. In 1881, in one of the first immigra-
tion “immorality” cases, Leong Shee arrived in San Francisco to re-
unite with her husband. At the time of Shee’s immigration, American 
immigration officials suspected most Chinese women of immigrating 
for prostitution. However, Shee overcame this suspicion by convincing 
the officials that she was a legitimate wife. She argued that her bound 
feet indicated her “respectability.”68

Similarly, Martha Ash, a young woman from New Zealand immi-
grating to meet her fiancé, was nearly denied entry in 1918 after im-

A group of female immigrants denied admission and waiting to return home. 
Library of Congress.
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migration officials received allegations of improper behavior aboard 
the ship. Ash was accused by some passengers, including her fiancé’s 
brother, of having become too friendly with a number of the boat’s 
other passengers and behaving in a manner “not proper for young sin-
gle women.”69 In the end, only the fact that Ash’s fiancé was willing 
to marry her despite these rumors ultimately convinced immigration 
authorities of her moral character.70 Shee and Ash used their status 
as wives to overcome suspicions of immorality, but single immigrant 
women lacked this protection. Marriage served as an important safe-
guard against inadmissibility.

The benefits of matrimonial immigration became even more pro-
nounced after 1921, when the Quota Act radically limited the number 
of new immigrants permitted to enter the United States through quotas 
tied to country of origin and that country’s percentage in the U.S. pop-
ulation in 1910 (later changed to 1890). The goal of the act was to limit 
the number of immigrants arriving from Eastern and Southern Europe, 
but these quotas did not apply to wives. Marital immigration thus made 
it possible for many otherwise ineligible women to immigrate to the 
United States. For these women, the benefit of admittance outweighed 
the negatives of marrying a stranger.

In the book Rosa, which recounts an Italian woman’s journey to 
America, the author, Rosa, describes crossing the Atlantic in 1884 
with two mail-order brides. At one point, one of the brides, Francesca, 
states, “Look at me  . . .  I’m going to marry a man I’ve never seen in my 
life. And he’s not Lombardo—he’s Toscano. But I’m not afraid.” Accord-
ing to Rosa, “[Francesca] was so happy she was going to America and 
going to get married that she didn’t care who the man was.”71 Mail-
order marriage aided women like Francesca by increasing their likeli-
hood of entry; it also helped by making the desire to immigrate more 
socially acceptable.

Francesca was Italian, and at the time of her immigration, Italian 
mores dictated that respectable women could travel with a husband or 
chaperone but never by themselves. This disapproval of single female 
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immigration is tellingly demonstrated in a popular Italian folk song 
from the period highlighting the dire consequences that could befall 
women who attempted immigration on their own. The song begins 
with a young woman begging her mother for money to immigrate to 
America:

“Mother, mother, give me a hundred lire
For to America I want to go.”
“I won’t give you the hundred lire
And to America no, no, no!”72

The girl then threatens to kill herself and eventually receives the money. 
She then leaves for America, but before she arrives is drowned at sea. 
The song served as a warning to single women that they should not 
try to immigrate to America. However, mail-order marriage provided 

A European mail-order bride arrives on the SS Baltic in 1907. Library 
of Congress.
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these women with an immigration solution and increased their mar-
riage opportunities.

As Rosa notes in her memoir, Francesca was happy because she was 
going to America and because she was getting married. Like many of 
their predecessors, early twentieth-century mail-order brides often 
chose marital immigration because they believed it was their best mar-
riage option. Marriage rates in Europe were extremely low during this 
period, and as a result, couples frequently had to live together outside 
of marriage. Immigration was a way to avoid this fate. For example, 
one recent German immigrant, whose own parents had waited years 
to afford marriage, noted this benefit of immigration and wrote a let-
ter encouraging his sister to immigrate rather than attempt to marry in 
Germany. “[Rosina should] take care not to get involved with someone 
because she will get a husband here and women are more highly re-
garded in America than in Germany.”73

A group of mail-order brides on the SS Baltic. Library of Congress.
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For other European women, even finding a partner to live with in 
anticipation of future marriage was exceedingly difficult. In the Nether-
lands, for instance, the marriage market was so bad that approximately 
20 percent of the female population never married.74 Women who 
wanted to avoid this fate often became Dutch “letter brides” and im-
migrated to America to be wed.75 Rachel Calof, a young Jewish woman 
from Russia, chose mail-order marriage for similar reasons.

In the 1890s, Calof, who was then known as Rachel Kahn, was work-
ing as a servant in her aunt’s household when she fell in love with the 
local butcher’s son. Unfortunately, this match was problematic. Calof 
was a poor orphan, but her extended family was of high status and dis-
approved of the match. As she noted in her autobiography, “Although I 
was nothing in the world myself, I was the granddaughter of Eda Velvel 
Cohen and because of this fact a friendship with this boy was out of the 
question.”76

Calof ’s family considered status and connections more important 
than love, a not uncommon sentiment. At the turn of the century in 
Eastern Europe, love was not considered a reason to marry. In A Walker 
in the City, the Jewish author Alfred Kazin recalled the disdain his 
mother expressed when his American-raised cousin and her friends 
protested that they could never marry a man they didn’t love. Kazin’s 
mother exclaimed, “Liebe! [Love] Liebe! What is this love you make a 
stew about? You do not like the way he is holding his cigarette? Marry 
him first and it will all come out right in the end.”77 Although Calof 
left Russia shortly before Kazin’s mother, she shared these sentiments. 
She did not believe love was the only reason to marry, so after Calof ’s 
grandfather rejected her request to marry the butcher’s son, she began 
searching for other marital options. When she was presented with the 
opportunity to enter into marital correspondence with Abraham Calof, 
a man she had never met and certainly did not love, she seized it. “I 
hoped that I would be accepted,” she wrote in her memoir. “I realized 
that I had to take the chance of going to a stranger in a strange land. No 
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other avenue was open to me. I was already eighteen years old and time 
was against me.”78

Mail-order marriage saved Calof from a life of domestic service and 
spinsterhood, but in some cases becoming a mail-order bride was liter-
ally lifesaving. In August 1922, the King Alexander arrived at Ellis Island 
with seven hundred picture brides from Turkey, Romania, Armenia, 
and Greece.79 Almost simultaneously, a second ship, the SS Constanti-
nople, arrived with another two hundred Greek and Armenian picture 
brides. Many of the boats’ passengers were fleeing the horrors of the 

Rachel Calof. From Rachel Calof’s Story, edited 
by J. Sanford Rikoon. Copyright © 1995 Indi-
ana University Press, Bloomington, Indiana. 
Reprinted with permission of Indiana Univer-
sity Press.
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Rachel Calof ’s family. From Rachel Calof’s Story, edited by J. Sanford Rikoon. 
Copyright © 1995 Indiana University Press, Bloomington, Indiana. Reprinted 
with permission of Indiana University Press.
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Greco-Turkish War. In fact, within days of the boats’ arrival in New 
York, the largest and final offensive of the Turkish independence move-
ment began.80 Turkish forces recaptured the city of Smyrna, leading to 
the burning of the Greek and Armenian part of the city and the deaths 
of tens of thousands of Greeks and Armenians.

The arriving women escaped these horrors, but many were already 
survivors of the Armenian Genocide that had resulted in the murder of 
more than four hundred thousand Armenians.81 Marital immigration 
allowed these persecuted women to enter America, yet astoundingly 
reports of their arrival fail to mention this horrific background. Instead, 
the newspaper accounts focused on whether the women found “love at 
first sight” or on their funny “foreign” customs. For example, one article 
mocked a bride for presenting her intended groom with an antique sad-
dle, noting that “like most of his kind in the West at the present time, 
[the groom] transacts all of his business in an automobile and never 
indulges in horse riding.”82 One chilling exception to the superficial 
coverage of the women’s arrival was an investigative report published 
by Outlook magazine. In this article, the reporter interviewed a young 
Armenian bride, named Tagavna, who was marrying an acquaintance 
of her uncle. When the reporter asked her if she was afraid to marry a 
man she had never seen, she responded, “It is better to marry a stranger 
than to be massacred.”83

Mail-order marriage gave foreign women easy entry into the United 
States at a time when this was becoming increasingly difficult. Conse-
quently, mail-order marriage greatly benefited many foreign women, but 
also led to significant criticism of marital immigration. Some of these 
were simply racist objections such as those spearheaded by the Asiatic 
Exclusion League. However, not all criticisms of mail-order marriage 
and foreign-born wives were bigoted. As more and more foreign-born 
women benefited from marital immigration, American women began to 
worry that these benefits were being achieved at their expense.

One of the earliest laws benefitting foreign wives was the act of Feb-
ruary 10, 1855, which stated that “[a]ny woman who is now or may here-
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after be married to a citizen of the United States, and who might herself 
be lawfully naturalized, shall be deemed a citizen.” This legislation 
clearly benefited foreign women who became automatically entitled 
to citizenship upon marriage to a citizen husband. As a result, some 
foreign women became citizens even before they set foot on American 
soil. For example, when Thakla Nicola arrived from Syria in 1908, she 
was denied admission by immigration authorities because she had con-
tracted a contagious eye disease known as trachoma. However, Nicola 
was married to a citizen and argued that this made her a citizen, not a 
deportable alien. The court agreed; Nicola was a citizen at the time of 
her arrival and thus not subject to most immigration laws. According 
to the court, once she met the race requirements for naturalization, the 
law did not require her to satisfy any additional medical standards.84

For years the 1855 act had little direct impact on American women. 
However, in 1907, a corollary to the 1855 act was passed, stating, “any 
American woman who marries a foreigner shall take the national-
ity of her husband.”85 This Expatriation Act was a significant blow to 
American-born women. Not only did it deprive them of their citizen-

Picture brides from SS King Alexander being introduced to their future hus-
bands, July 3, 1922. https://historiful.wordpress.com/tag/museums-2/.

https://historiful.wordpress.com/tag/museums-2/
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ship, it did so right at the moment when they were close to achieving 
the right to vote, and thus when citizenship was becoming most valu-
able. In 1911, shortly after California granted women the franchise, the 
Expatriation Act was challenged as unconstitutional. The case was 
brought by Ethel MacKenzie, an American-born woman living in San 
Francisco. MacKenzie had helped campaign for women’s suffrage, but 
because she was married to a foreigner (a popular Scottish tenor), she 
had lost her American citizenship and her right to vote. MacKenzie 
challenged this depatriation as unconstitutional. She argued that her 
American citizenship was a right conferred by the Constitution and 
beyond the power of Congress to take away without her consent. The 
Supreme Court disagreed and concluded that the “marriage of an 
American woman with a foreigner is tantamount to voluntary expa-
triation.”86 The Court’s decision thus confirmed that after the 1907 act, 
American-born women like MacKenzie, who had lived their entire lives 
in the United States, now had fewer rights than the most recently ar-
rived immigrant wives.87

Not surprisingly, the Expatriation Act angered American women 
and convinced them that obtaining the right to vote was the only way 
to overturn the act and prevent the passage of other similarly harm-
ful legislation.88 In addition, because foreign wives benefited from this 
law while native-born women did not, American women increasingly 
perceived foreign women as an obstacle to female equality. American 
Helen Papanastion, a social worker who lost her citizenship when she 
married a Greek man, exemplified this view: “A few days ago in my so-
cial work I visited a Greek woman, a ‘picture bride,’ married to a Greek, 
who is naturalized. She knows not one word of English and probably 
never will, for most of my Greek women  . . .  have no intercourse with 
Americans.  . . .  Well when I left this particular woman her husband 
followed me out in the street and wanted to know how soon his wife 
can vote. Presently, she will be voting and I who have read our litera-
ture, imbibed our standards, thrilled with our ideals, am an alien!”89 
Loretta Guignet, a marital expatriate living in France, expressed simi-
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lar outrage. She recalled reading a New York Herald article announcing 
the quota-exempt arrival of fifteen Czech fiancées of naturalized men 
and described that moment as “the day I woke up from my Rip-van-
Winkle sleep.  . . .  When I compared my children’s and my own hu-
miliation each time we enter my native land as aliens to the joy of those 
fifteen foreign born women about to enter the country as Americans, 
because the naturalized citizens who gave them the right to enter thus 
were men, and I was only a woman, I realized it was high-time that we 
American-born ‘aliens’ bestirred ourselves.”90

The impression that foreign women threatened American women’s 
rights was further strengthened by the fact that foreign women were 
often chosen as wives specifically because they were seen as unaffected 
by and uninterested in the American women’s rights movement. For 
example, Italian men described mail-order brides as more “traditional” 
and “docile” than American women. As one social worker at the turn 
of the century noted, “it is a popular saying, particularly among young 
Italian immigrants, that girls who have been in America too long do not 
make good wives, that when a man wants to marry he had better send 
for a girl from the old country.”91

Such sentiments led middle-class American feminists such as jour-
nalist Natalie De Bogory to declare mail-order marriages “death sen-
tences to individuality and progress.”92 De Bogory also characterized 
foreign women’s decisions to become mail-order brides as “simple-
minded” and lamented, “The thought of those hundreds of women 
pouring into America, submissively accepting unknown husbands 
without friendship, romance, love, or any of those backgrounds which 
we have grown to regard as essential to marriage.”93 Considering her 
subject (Armenian refugees), De Bogory’s views were particularly 
harsh. Nevertheless, her belief that loveless marriages perpetuated fe-
male subservience and harmed the fight for female independence was 
widespread.

Foreign wives whose marriages failed to conform to the ideal 
American love match were treated with animosity and contempt, and 
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this acrimony increased during both world wars as thousands of war 
brides entered the United States. Public reaction to these women was 
extremely negative. During World War I, they were frequently viewed 
as gold diggers and harlots, and many of the harshest criticisms came 
from those charged with helping the women immigrate. For example, 
when discussing the immigration of the war brides, Red Cross nurse 
Elizabeth Hutchin stated, “When I say that my personal feeling is that 
we are all co-operating in making entrance into America extremely 
easy for a far from desirable class of citizens, I am expressing myself 
with the utmost restraint.”94 Maude Cleveland, head of the American 
Expeditionary Force’s office of war bride work in Antwerp, expressed 
a similar aversion to war brides. She accused the women of opportun-
ism: “Living in Europe is hard, America is rich” and “the plum of free 
transportation is tempting even to those who are not unscrupulous.”95 

Five French war brides arrive in Boston. Library of Congress.
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These views were then echoed by journalists, policy makers, and the 
public, many of whom quickly turned against the women.

During World War II, these same anxieties regarding opportun-
ism reappeared. In addition, the animosity directed at war brides was 
further heightened by the substantial casualties suffered by American 
soldiers and the corresponding fear of an imminent “man shortage.”96 
During the war, American women were warned that “no matter what 
happens, two to five million marriageable women in America are 
doomed to remain spinsters because of the male-female dispropor-
tion.”97 The anxiety caused by such predictions is apparent in the letter 
one concerned woman wrote to the New York Times in which she stated 
that “every British bride coming to our shores means just one less male 
for the native American.”98 Similarly, a Rhode Island woman was so 
distressed about the imminent man shortage that she wrote a letter to 
her senator, imploring him to stem this marital competition from “the 
dregs of Europe and Asia.”99

As the latter comment demonstrates, racial animosity added to the 
resentment directed toward war brides. Prior to World War II, ad-
vocates of female immigration often argued that foreign brides were 
needed to help prevent interracial relationships. In fact, during the 
1930s, this argument was used successfully to strike down restrictions 
on the immigration of Chinese wives of American citizens.100 However, 
World War II war brides were often part of interracial relationships. As 
a result of the war and the subsequent occupation of Japan, American 
soldiers began forming relationships with Japanese women. Many of 
these men wanted to bring their new wives back to their homeland, 
but immigration law continued to forbid Japanese immigrants.101 After 
years of petitioning, these immigration bans were eventually lifted, but 
the reaction to the Japanese war brides was far from positive.

In January 1952, the Saturday Evening Post ran an article titled 
“They’re Bringing Home Japanese Wives,” emphasizing the question-
able origins of the Japanese brides and describing them as “all sorts of 
people.”102 Other critics were less reserved. For example, the writers 
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of the following letters to the Cincinnati Enquirer all expressed vehe-
ment objections to Japanese/American relationships. In the first, the 
author stated, “If we were put here in different colors, it must have been 
for a purpose. Why don’t we stay that way. The boys  . . .  are getting 
like the man that had a cabin in the North Woods. No other human 
was there except an old Indian squaw.  .  .  .  One morning he got up 
and the old squaw looked like Hedy Lamarr  .  .  .  so he knew it was 
time to go back to civilization. Maybe it is time for our boys to come 
home.”103 A second writer wrote, “On the whole the American women 

An American soldier and his Japanese bride. Library of Congress.
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have much higher ideals, morals, intelligence than Japanese women. 
Anyone connected with news knows the low morality among most 
Japanese women. Ask other servicemen that have been there! All these 
women that snared our GIs are only interested in entering the United 
States under any means, even to having children before marriage.  . . .  
I’d like to bet two-thirds will be divorced before three years.”104 A third 
offered, “We do not hold our party girls and prostitutes in respect and 
envy as the Japanese do their ‘geisha’ girls. Apparently our standard 
of morals is higher than theirs.  . . .  It is absolutely criminal to allow 
interracial marriages to fill this country. We are all greatly opposed to 
extending the time limit for marriages and entry into this country, as 
enough damage has been done.”105

By the time the Japanese war brides began entering the United 
States, Americans had been inundated with more than half a century 
of anti-foreign-bride sentiment, and the interracial aspect of these mar-
riages just added to this already strong aversion. Foreign brides were 
considered immoral and opportunistic and were accused of stealing 
American men, corrupting America’s racial purity, and delaying female 
equality. Moreover, as America entered the “golden age” of marriage 
in the 1950s, the need for mail-order brides virtually disappeared. Sud-
denly, everyone got married, and they were marrying younger than 
they had in more than half a century. By 1959, nearly half of all women 
were married by nineteen, 70 percent by twenty-four.106 As a result, 
mail-order marriage was no longer necessary and the negative views of 
marital immigration became firmly entrenched. Mail-order marriages 
had provided women with social, political, and economic opportuni-
ties for centuries, but in the marital glow of the 1950s, this history was 
forgotten. All that remained was the unfavorable perception of mail-
order marriage that persists today.
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Mail-Order Feminism

Mail-order marriage virtually disappeared in the 1950s. It was 
unneeded, and almost everybody married. However, under a veneer 
of marital bliss, a backlash was brewing. As feminist historians have 
persuasively demonstrated, the mid-twentieth-century idealization of 
marriage created incredible stressors and deep unhappiness for many 
women. When the popular women’s magazine McCall’s ran an article 
in 1956 titled “The Mother Who Ran Away,” it was the most widely 
read article in the magazine’s history. “It was our moment of truth,” 
said a former editor. “We suddenly realized that all those women at 
home with their three and a half children were miserably unhappy.”1 
Similarly, when Redbook ran an article asking readers to explain “Why 
Young Mothers Feel Trapped,” they got twenty-four thousand replies.2

By the 1960s, it had become clear that the marriage model of the 
male breadwinner and female homemaker was not working and that 
marriage was not providing the promised path to personal happiness.3 
Women began to rethink their expectations for marriage. They started 
postponing marriage in order to complete college or to establish ca-
reers; they used the pill to control their childbearing and commit more 
of their lives to work; and they fought for and won greater legal and 
civil rights.4 During this same period, women also began to reform 
marriage and the long-standing roles of husband and wife. The ideal 
marriage slowly changed from the traditional male-headed household 
into the modern association of two, equal individuals.

Initially, the idea of marriage as an equal partnership was radical. In 
1972, feminist Alix Kates Shulman’s marriage and the contract she cre-
ated with her husband, guaranteeing that each had “an equal right to 
his/her own time, work, values, and choices,” was considered so as-
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tounding it became the subject of a cover story in Life magazine.5 Then, 
barely six years later, the idea of marital equality had become so widely 
accepted that mainstream periodicals, like Glamour magazine, began 
running articles on how to write your own marriage contract.6 Within 
a generation, the American marital landscape had changed drastically.7 
The average age for marriage rose, birthrates fell, and the divorce rate 
more than doubled. Women gained greater legal rights, increased ac-
cess to education, birth control, and decent jobs,8 and began rejecting 
the 1950s model of marriage as exploitative and oppressive.

Due to these changes, most Americans now take for granted the 
idea that marriage should be based on both love and equality. They 
also assume marriages deviating from this structure or formed for 
any other reasons, particularly monetary considerations, are prob-
lematic. Consequently, many Americans are highly uncomfortable 
with mail-order marriage, the very name of which implies the com-
modification of women. Moreover, many aspects of the modern, 
web-based mail-order marriage industry further fuel these commodi-
fication concerns.

There are currently more than four hundred international marriage 
broker agencies. Most of these operate websites that display photos of 
women interested in mail-order marriage and then charge men sub-
stantial fees to contact them. For example, on AnastasiaDate, one of the 
most popular mail-order websites, men purchase one-minute credits 
that allow them to chat with the women on the site. For $15.99, a man 
can buy twenty credits; and for $399.99 he may purchase one thou-
sand. Smilies and emojis cost extra, and video chat costs even more.9 
Other matchmaking companies also sell a variety of extra services such 
as assistance selecting potential matches, help with letter writing and 
translation, legal assistance filling out visa forms, and even wedding 
planning services. In addition, increasing numbers of marriage broker 
agencies offer tour packages to help men visit the women with whom 
they have been corresponding.10 These costly services add up quickly, 
and men seeking mail-order brides can easily wind up paying marriage 
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broker agencies thousands of dollars. For many Americans, it looks like 
the men are buying a bride, and they find this highly alarming.

In the summer of 2009, Glamour magazine ran an article about mail-
order marriage written by Lera Loeb, a Ukrainian mail-order bride mar-
ried to American music producer Steve Loeb.11 Lera was twenty-one 
and Steve forty-four when they met. According to Lera, the two had an 
instant connection. “I didn’t expect to find love when I signed up with 
the agency, but I did,” said Lera. “I feel very, very lucky.” However, not 
everyone was so enamored of their relationship. Lera noted that she 
was shocked by the criticism and hostility directed at her marriage. She 
explained that in Russia, there is no stigma attached to mail-order mar-
riages. “In my part of the world, in Russia, that’s considered cool if you 
marry a foreigner. That’s every girl’s dream.”12 In America the reaction 
was quite different: “Most people never think of a 27-year-old career 
woman like me when they hear the words mail-order bride. They imag-
ine someone who doesn’t speak English, who’s been shipped in, like 
property, to be subservient to her husband. ‘Are you allowed to go out 
on your own?’ an acquaintance once asked me. Another person wanted 
to know whether I had a curfew—seriously. If someone associates me 
with those kinds of stereotypes, Steve and I both get upset, because it’s 
degrading. But I try not to take it too personally.”13 These types of reac-
tions have made Lera defensive about her marriage, and she has tried 
to deflect the criticisms by embracing the label “mail-order bride.” In 
fact, if you Google “Lera Loeb,” mail-order bride is the top hit. “I say 
it as a joke,” says Lera. “It’s sort of super ironic. That’s the attitude I’ve 
developed to it.”14

The negative reactions described by Lera are not unusual. Ameri-
cans are extremely hostile toward the idea of mail-order relationships, 
and the comments posted in response to Lera’s article confirm the 
widespread discomfort many Americans feel about them. Although 
Lera stated that she was extremely happy in her relationship and felt 
very lucky to have married Steve, many readers were unable to view 
her as anything other than an abused and exploited woman. For ex-
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ample, one reader wrote, “This guy [her husband] just bought himself 
a $20,000 pet. She’s probably extremely docile, submissive and atten-
tive. She probably has no say on any facet of their lives. Just stand there 
and be pretty.” Similarly, another reader wrote, “Aren’t the men who use 
this ‘service’ really just looking for a woman that they can isolate and 
control and who better than a young foreign woman with no friends or 
family here? The women who sign up for this bother me too but the 
men positively disgust me.”15

The hostility and unease revealed in these comments is pervasive 
and not confined to Internet postings. For example, in her book Wed-
ded Strangers, Dr. Lynn Visson recounts the typical responses she has 
received when asking women’s groups for their views on American 
men seeking mail-order marriages. The women responded with com-
ments such as it’s “the dream of being the all-provider” and “it’s not 
normal love interest that’s driving them, it’s fantasy.”16 Newspaper and 
magazine articles also routinely disparage these marriages, calling the 
women “desperate” and the men “losers” or, as the St. Petersburg Times 
put it, “stiffs, weirdos, and those who drink too much.”17 Fictional por-
trayals of men and women in these relationships are similarly unflat-
tering. In the open call ad for the “husband” in the indie feature Mail 
Order Bride, the desired candidate was described as “35–45, white 
male, imperfections a plus, overweight, bald, etc.”18 However, the most 
damning critique of these relationships is not that the men are “losers” 
but that they are actually using mail-order marriage to find women to 
abuse or traffic.

One of the most widely cited sources for the proposition that mail-
order marriage encourages abuse is the book Mail Order Brides: Women 
for Sale, written by Mila Glodava and Richard Onizuka. In this book, 
Glodava recounts working with mail-order brides who were victims of 
domestic violence. Based on these experiences, Glodava and Onizuka 
concluded that “those who have used the mail-order bride route to 
find a mate have control in mind more than a loving and enduring re-
lationship.”19 The book identifies thirty mail-order brides who called 
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the domestic abuse shelter during a nearly ten-year period. However, 
although the book clearly shows that mail-order brides can be subject 
to abuse, it provides little support for the statement that men turn to 
mail-order marriage because they are looking for women to control 
and that they will enforce this desire “with fists.”20 As anthropology 
professor Nicole Constable has noted in her lengthy criticism of Mail 
Order Brides, “Glodava and Onizuka are no doubt correct that there are 
men who meet their wives through correspondence (as well as other 
means) who are guilty of spousal abuse. But they overlook the possibil-
ity that these men and women are a highly diverse group, and that there 
are also men who are critical of such sexist and chauvinistic behavior 
and intentions.”21 Women for Sale shows that mail-order brides can be 
abused but presents little support for its main premise, which is that 
such marriages have higher rates of abuse than others.22

Other mail-order marriage critics also fail to provide evidence for 
their general claims that mail-order marriages lead to abuse.23 For ex-
ample, the Tahirih Justice Center, which advocates on behalf of im-
migrant women and is extremely opposed to mail-order marriage, 
describes men seeking these brides as “predators.” It strongly warns 
women to avoid these marriages and reverse the “growing number of 
matches  . . .  made between foreign women and abusive U.S. men.”24 
However, like Glodava and Onizuka, the center provides little sup-
port for these increased abuse claims. In fact, despite its statements 
that large numbers of mail-order brides are abused, it acknowledges 
on its website, under the inflammatory heading “How Widespread Is 
the Problem of Abuse?,” that there are “no national statistics reflecting 
what the prevalence of abuse is in brokered marriages.”25 More accu-
rately, there are no statistics indicating that this form of introduction, 
including marriage brokers, pen pal clubs, and so on, increases the risk 
of abuse at all.26 As doctoral student Lisa Simons discovered during her 
research on mail-order brides, most of the citations for the claim that 
mail-order marriage increases abuse actually stem from two newspaper 
articles from the 1980s, containing no statistical research,27 or are based 
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on studies regarding domestic violence in general.28 In addition, she 
also notes that most studies that have investigated mail-order marriages 
have actually found a “generally high level of marital satisfaction and a 
generally low level of physical violence.”29

The perception of mail-order marriages as abusive began in the 
1980s, but increased significantly after the highly publicized murders 
of two mail-order brides in Washington State.30 These murders, one in 
1995 and the second in 2002, appeared to highlight the particular vul-
nerability of mail-order brides and served as the catalyst for subsequent 
legal reforms. However, despite the widespread belief, it is not at all 
clear that mail-order marriage increases a foreign woman’s risk of abuse. 
In fact, because mail-order brides immigrate legally, they are probably 
less likely to face abuse than many other foreign wives.

Studies show that immigrant women experience higher rates of 
domestic violence than do nonimmigrant women, and that the risk 
of abuse is even greater for married immigrant women.31 At the same 
time, this fact has little bearing on whether mail-order marriage in par-
ticular makes a foreign woman likely to experience abuse. In fact, the 
different rates of abuse of foreign women are much more likely to be 
tied to their immigration status.

Documented and undocumented wives maintain a vastly different 
position relative to each other.32 Mail-order brides, by definition, enter 
the country legally.33 Most immigrate to the United States on fiancée or 
K-1 visas,34 which permit them to enter the United States and then stay 
for ninety days. This period provides potential brides with a chance 
to spend time with their fiancé and learn about his life and commu-
nity before agreeing to marry. Then, once the woman is married, she 
becomes a two-year conditional resident with all the rights and privi-
leges of residency.35 Conditional residents can work, drive, and attend 
school. Consequently, as soon as a mail-order bride marries, she can 
earn her own money, have her own friends, learn English, get a job, and 
travel, all without worrying about deportation. After two years, she is 
then eligible to change her conditional residency status to permanent 
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residency. Then, once she becomes a permanent resident her immi-
gration status is no longer contingent on her marriage and she cannot 
be deported if her marriage ends.36 In addition, mail-order brides are 
also given specific protections against domestic abuse, including infor-
mation regarding U.S. domestic abuse laws and a criminal background 
check on her intended husband.

In contrast, undocumented foreign wives face a very different situ-
ation and consequently a much greater likelihood of abuse. Undocu-
mented women who enter the country illegally remain subject to 
deportation regardless of their subsequent marriage to an American 
citizen.37 Under the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Re-
sponsibility Act of 1996, all undocumented immigrants are eligible for 
deportation, and those who have been in the United States for more 
than one year may be subject to a ten-year ban on reentry.38 As a result, 
undocumented wives live with the constant fear of deportation and 
the potential separation from their children.39 Furthermore, because 
any attempt to seek employment, education, or a social network could 
reveal their immigration status and threaten their ability to stay in the 
country, undocumented wives are also likely to be isolated and wary 
of seeking out government benefits or assistance. Last, because such 
women’s undocumented condition has no time limit, deportation re-
mains an ever-present threat. This leaves many undocumented wives 
isolated and dependent on their husbands, factors known to make 
women particularly vulnerable to abuse.

The 2001 Amendments to the Violence Against Women Act 
(VAWA) were enacted to address concerns regarding the abuse of un-
documented wives.40 These amendments permit battered immigrant 
wives to self-petition for adjustment of immigration status and to 
avoid an otherwise applicable ten-year inadmissibility bar. These same 
amendments also give mail-order brides the right to self-petition and 
seek an immediate change in immigration status. The two groups are 
given similar protection from abuse, but undocumented wives appear 
to have a much greater need for this protection. This finding was un-
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expected. When passing the VAWA amendments, Congress assumed 
mail-order brides were the immigrant wives particularly vulnerable 
to domestic abuse. In fact, after enacting the amendments, Congress 
asked the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) to examine 
the self-petitions made by abused immigrant women in order to deter-
mine “the extent of domestic abuse in mail order marriages.”41

At a minimum, between four thousand and six thousand mail-order 
brides enter the country each year,42 but the INS found that of the 
1,170 VAWA self-petitions they examined for this study, only 7 were the 
result of marriages arranged through the mail-order bride industry.43 
These results contradicted widely held assumptions about mail-order 
marriages, but they are actually not surprising. Although the VAWA 
self-petition provision protects mail-order brides and undocumented 
wives in similar ways, the two groups hold vastly disparate immigra-
tion statuses, and studies on immigration status and abuse demonstrate 
that immigration status can have a substantial effect on the likelihood 
abuse.

For example, in her work regarding the willingness of battered immi-
grant women to seek police assistance, American University professor 
Leslye Orloff demonstrated that immigration status had a significant 
impact on foreign women’s likelihood of reporting abuse. Specifically, 
Orloff found that the reporting rate for women with stable permanent 
immigration status was 43.1 percent, that it dropped to 20.8 percent for 
women who were in the United States legally but on temporary non-
immigrant visas, and that it dropped to 18.8 percent if the woman was 
undocumented.44 Orloff ’s study did not include K-1 visa holders like 
mail-order brides, but based on her research, these brides (who hold 
a conditional but legal immigration status) should be more likely to 
report abuse than undocumented women.45 Thus, Orloff ’s work in-
dicates that it is inaccurate to assume comparable abuse rates among 
women with different immigration statuses. In addition, her study 
suggests that the rates of mail-order abuse as a percentage of the total 
rates of abuse against immigrant wives are lower than what the INS 
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study found since undocumented women are less likely than mail order 
brides to report abuse.

The possible reasons for the different reporting rates observed by 
Orloff further counsel against conflating the experiences of undocu-
mented wives with those of mail-order brides. Many scholars have 
suggested that undocumented women are reluctant to report abuse be-
cause they live in perpetual fear of deportation. They argue that undoc-
umented women have a significant distrust of the legal system and find 
it difficult to accept that the same government that can expel them is 
also interested in protecting them from domestic abuse.46 In contrast, 
mail-order brides enter legally and thus are unlikely to view the U.S. 
government with a similar level of suspicion. In fact, mail-order brides 
may even be inclined to trust the government, at least with regard to 
protection from domestic abuse, given that by the time they arrive in 
the United States the government has already demonstrated its com-
mitment to their safety by providing them with information regarding 
their rights in the event of domestic abuse and a detailed criminal his-
tory of their intended spouse.

The 2008 International Marriage Broker Regulation Act (IMBRA) 
protects foreign brides by requiring that all fiancée visa holders be in-
formed of their right to be free of domestic and sexual abuse and of 
their right to self-petition in case of abuse.47 Specifically, the act obliges 
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement to inform foreign brides 
that domestic abuse and child abuse are both illegal in the United States 
and requires them to provide these women with a booklet outlining the 
legal rights and resources available to immigrant victims of domestic 
violence and to provide them with information about domestic abuse 
and sexual assault hotlines.48

IMBRA also aims to reduce potential mail-order bride abuse by re-
quiring matchmaking organizations to provide information on the U.S. 
citizen client to both the foreign woman and the Department of Home-
land Security. Pursuant to the act, these organizations must conduct a 
search of the sex offender public registries,49 and provide documen-
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tation regarding the client’s criminal history, including any arrests for 
alcohol or substance abuse. In addition, the U.S. client must provide a 
personal history indicating how many times he was previously married, 
the dates these marriages ended, whether the client had previously 
sponsored any foreign fiancées, the ages of any minor children, and all 
states and countries he has resided in since he was eighteen years old.50 
Last, the act places a limit on the frequency and number of fiancée visas 
that can be applied for.51

Both IMBRA and VAWA are good laws that seek to prevent the 
abuse of foreign spouses. However, the fact that these laws specifi-
cally single out mail-order brides as the foreign wives most in need of 
protection does not prove these marriages have higher rates of abuse. 
Instead, these laws simply reveal how widespread the perception of 
abuse in such marriages has become. Moreover, this is not the only 
misconception about mail-order marriages. The belief that mail-order 
brides are trafficked women is similarly pervasive but also based on 
little evidence.

Many of the harshest critics of these marriages argue that there is 
no such thing as a consenting mail-order bride; mail-order marriage is 
simply another name for human trafficking. Natalia Khodyreva, a well-
known feminist researcher and activist in Russia, espoused this view 
when she unapologetically described all mail-order brides as victims 
and insisted, “all marriage agencies are trafficking women.” Neverthe-
less, when asked for documentation of this “fact,” Khodyreva admitted 
she had no proof, she simply insisted no proof was needed because it 
is well known.52

The Cambodian government used similar reasoning to defend its 
various mail-order bride bans. Over the past ten years, thousands of 
Cambodian women have left the country to become the mail-order 
brides of Korean men. In response, Cambodia instituted a number of 
marriage bans, including a prohibition on marriages between Cambo-
dian women and foreign men over fifty; a ban on marriage between 
Cambodian women and Korean men; and, in 2008, a ban on all mar-
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riages with foreigners.53 After issuing these bans, the government sent 
a formal statement to the Korean embassy explaining that the ban on 
marriage with Korean men was justified because it would “prevent the 
trafficking of Cambodian women.”

Like Khodyreva, the Cambodian government was unable to distin-
guish between mail-order brides and “traffick[ing] victims.” Dr. Shin 
Hei-soo, a prominent women’s rights activist and representative of 
the National Movement for the Eradication of Sex Trafficking, noted 
this problem when she recounted a conversation with a Cambodian 
official in which she was shocked to discover the Cambodian official 
“viewed [all] marriages to Korean men as trafficking.” Hei-soo then 
had to explain to him that “a marriage through a broker doesn’t mean 
trafficking.”54

Other opponents of mail-order marriage often conflate these brides 
with human trafficking victims by employing expansive definitions of 
either one or both of these terms. For example, the Philippine Women 
Centre of British Columbia is able to include mail-order brides within 
their definition of trafficking by “oppos[ing] any ‘narrow definition’ of 
trafficking that attempts to isolate ‘abuse and coercion.’”55 According 
to this view, a woman who is neither abused nor coerced but willingly 
chooses to marry a foreign husband may still be trafficked. George 
Washington law professor Suzanne Jackson’s critique of mail-order 
marriages has a similar definitional problem. In her work on trafficking 
victims, Jackson includes foreign prostitutes whom American men are 
to paid marry and bring to the United States within her definition of 
“mail-order brides.” These women are certainly trafficking victims, but 
they do not meet any traditional definition of mail-order bride.

Studies on Russian trafficking victims also show no connection be-
tween trafficking and mail-order marriages. Instead, these studies indi-
cate that the trafficking of Russian women is done through job agencies 
and tourist firms, not marriage brokers. As Kateryna Levchenko, the 
director of the antitrafficking organization La Strada (based in Kiev), 
notes, “we do not have any evidence that marriage agencies are a major 
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part of trafficking networks.”56 An examination conducted by the 
Ukrainian government also found no evidence that mail-order marriage 
companies are used to traffic women.57 It is clear that the perception of 
mail-order brides as trafficked is based on opinion rather than proof.

There is little evidence that American mail-order brides are traf-
ficked or subject to higher rates of domestic abuse. Nevertheless, even 
if the majority of Americans could be convinced of this fact, most 
would still consider these relationships objectionable. This is unfor-
tunate. As this book has repeatedly shown, mail-order marriage has al-
ways carried risks and uncertainty, but has also empowered women and 
increased marital equality. Modern mail-order marriages offer similar 
benefits, which is perhaps not surprising given that the factors driving 
mail-order marriage have also remained very similar over the past four 
hundred years.

Historically, mail-order marriages were the result of significant gen-
der disparities that created the desire for increased female immigration 
and the willingness to provide the legal, political, and financial incen-
tives necessary to convince foreign women to immigrate. The factors 
leading to modern American mail-order marriages are comparable. The 
male and female populations in the United States are roughly equal, but 
the increasing marginalization of many blue-collar and lower-middle-
class American men is decimating their marriage prospects and creat-
ing a significant gender disparity in the marriage market. As a result, 
growing numbers of these men have begun seeking mail-order mar-
riages. At the same time, favorable immigration laws, improved finan-
cial prospects, and a desire for gender equality continue to motivate 
foreign women to become mail-order brides.

Initially, the idea that American men are seeking mail-order brides 
because there is a shortage of marriageable American women may seem 
unlikely. There is no dearth of women in America, and women actually 
slightly outnumber men.58 Nevertheless, gender parity does not mean 
a wife for every man. For a growing segment of American men, the pool 
of marriageable women—those willing to marry them—is shrinking 
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drastically. For these men, marriage is becoming more and more elu-
sive. At the same time, marriage remains important. For lower-middle-
class and working-class families, and for men in particular, marriage is 
often the difference between success and failure.

As Berkeley law professor Melissa Murray has noted, in America 
marriage “is the social safety net—or at the very least, the means by 
which we patch what is left of the disintegrating social safety net.”59 For 
many lower-income families, marriage provides access to health care, 
child care, and a second income. It also means that the loss of a job is 
difficult, not devastating. Moreover, because men are the ones increas-
ingly facing job instability and unemployment, marriage is particularly 
important for their financial well-being.60 These economic benefits 
of marriage are significant, but the social benefits may be even more 
important.61 Marriage is a choice. If you are married, someone consid-
ers you worthy of his or her commitment. Failure to marry signals the 
opposite, and American women are increasingly looking at American 
men and finding them unworthy. For these men, mail-order marriage 
provides a possible solution.

In recent years, growing numbers of journalists, commentators, 
politicians, and pundits have begun referring to the declining rates of 
marriage as a “crisis.” In 1960, 72 percent of Americans were married, 
now it is less than 50 percent.62 At the same time, cohabitation rates 
are skyrocketing. Modern couples are fifteen times more likely to live 
together outside of marriage than they were back in 1960, and almost 
half of these cohabitating couples include children. Nevertheless, the 
decline in marriage is not the same as a decline in the desire to marry. 
A study by the Pew Research Center found that although “40 percent 
of unmarried adults believe marriage is obsolete,” half of these partici-
pants still stated they wished to marry.63 These men and women under-
stand that, at least in America,64 marriage represents the highest form 
of commitment.65 In fact, it is this belief in the superiority of marriage 
that was at the core of the biggest marriage issue of our time: whether 
same-sex couples had the right to marry.
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In Perry v. Schwarzenegger,66 the case concerning the constitution-
ality of California’s Proposition 8, which defined marriage as a het-
erosexual relationship, the only issue before the court concerned the 
expressive function of marriage.67 By this time, California’s same-sex 
couples were already entitled to the same rights and privileges as het-
erosexual couples. The sole difference was that they could not legally 
call their relationships “marriage.”68 Nevertheless, the California dis-
trict court found this semantic distinction significant, recognizing 
that “marriage is widely regarded as the definitive expression of love 
and commitment in the United States.”69 The Perry court understood 
that in America, whether you are married or unmarried makes all the 
difference.70

The same-sex marriage debate brought attention to the issue of mar-
riage exclusion, but because the discussion of same-sex marriage fo-
cuses on a legal impediment to marriage, it tends to obscure the fact 
that there are many other marriage barriers. For example, in his book Is 
Marriage for White People?, Professor Ralph Richard Banks looks at the 
exclusion of African American women from the institution of marriage. 
His book focuses on the financial and educational success of African 
American women and shows how the achievements of these women 
have outpaced those of African American men. According to Banks, 
this disparity has created a situation in which many women choose to 
forgo marriage altogether rather than marry a man with inferior finan-
cial and educational prospects.

Banks’s book concerns the African American community, but he 
notes that the trends he discusses are increasingly mirrored in the gen-
eral population.71 The educational and financial prospects of women 
across all racial and ethnic groups have been rising for decades, while 
the possibilities for men have stagnated or declined. For the first time 
in American history, women earn more than men. On average, studies 
show that women between the ages of twenty-one and thirty now earn 
117 percent of wages of men of the same age group.72 Women are also 
more educated. For example, a 2005 study from New York revealed that 
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53 percent of working women in New York had college degrees, while 
only 38 percent of working men did.73 These changes have not gone 
unnoticed. Journalist Hanna Rosin recently wrote a best-selling book 
titled The End of Men and the Rise of Women, in which she shows the 
extent to which men are faltering.74 Rosin refers to the current genera-
tion of American men as “Cardboard Men,” by which she means men 
unable to adapt to changing times who insist on keeping their lifestyle 
and ambitions the same despite the fact that traditional male jobs and 
roles have changed.75

Books like Rosin’s credit women’s increasing success to their ability 
to adapt while also noting that men have been less successful at adjust-
ing to the new “knowledge economy.” In the past, manufacturing jobs 
offered stable, well-paid employment to unskilled male workers, but 
these jobs have largely been eliminated or outsourced, so men without 
college degrees no longer have a clear path to upward mobility.76 These 
less educated men are also failing to obtain the skills and training they 
need to take advantage of available employment opportunities, and 
most are now facing a significant decline in wages and lifestyle. More-
over, as men’s job prospects have faltered, their marriage prospects have 
suffered as well.77

Books like Is Marriage for White People? and The End of Men demon-
strate that American women continue to want marriage but are increas-
ingly unwilling to marry lower-status men.78 Rosin notes that most of 
the upwardly mobile women she interviewed would like to marry, but 
only if they could find men of comparable achievements and motiva-
tions or those who, at the very least, would not be a drain on the fam-
ily’s resources.79 In one telling example, Rosin describes a grocery store 
encounter with a single mother named Bethenny, who explained her 
unwillingness to consider her child’s father as a marriage prospect by 
gesturing to a package of granola bars in her shopping cart and stating, 
“Calvin would just mean one less granola bar for the two of us.”80

Economic and cultural changes have allowed women like Bethenny 
to decide they are better off single, but these shifting dynamics have 
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been devastating for men.81 Married men do better, and the health ben-
efits alone are shocking. Studies show married men are less likely to de-
velop heart disease, cancer, high blood pressure, diabetes, and serious 
depression. One interesting study even showed that married male heart 
attack victims arrive at the hospital half an hour before single men.82 
In fact, the health benefits of marriage are so great, they led Bernard 
Cohen and I-Sing Lee, researchers studying this phenomenon, to con-
clude that “being unmarried is one of the greatest [health] risks that 
people voluntarily subject themselves to.”83 Nevertheless, for many 
men, their single status is not voluntary, and their inability to marry 
and provide for a family is upending not only their health, but their 
very sense of themselves.84

Geoffrey Canada, the founder, president, and CEO of the Harlem 
Children’s Zone, aptly captures this loss in his observation that “[i]t 
used to be where it was clear [that being a man] was about having a 
job and providing for your family. I think men struggled—we maybe 
weren’t the most enlightened folk, but at least we knew who we should 
be.”85 As Canada recognizes, modern men are losing not only their 
ability to earn a living, but also the very definition of what it means 
to be a man. When men cannot achieve the positive characteristics 
of “being a man,” they often turn to roles that are self-defeating and 
self-destructive.86 As Guy Garcia writes in his book The Decline of Men, 
“The symptoms of the male malaise are already showing as men of all 
ages become increasingly angry, suspicious, reactionary and isolated. 
Men are opting out, coming apart, and falling behind. They are losing 
their sense of place in society and their direction as individuals.”87

In Is Marriage for White People?, Banks advises African American 
women to increase their dating pool by looking outside of their racial 
group. American men considering mail-order marriage seem to be 
making a similar calculation. As these men are increasingly rejected by 
American women, they are turning to foreign women in the belief that 
these women will consider them more desirable marriage partners, a 
belief that appears to be correct.88
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Studies demonstrate that many of the men seeking mail-order brides 
are precisely those who have been left behind by the rise of women. 
A 1998 study of the men using mail-order services found that only 50 
percent had two or more years of college.89 That means that half of 
the men seeking mail-order brides are those most hurt by the chang-
ing job market and most likely to be excluded from marriage. Letters 
from these men to potential mail-order brides confirm their experience 
with rejection by American women.90 For example, in a letter written 
to a Russian woman named Olga, the suitor stated that he wanted a 
woman who was not a “feminist” and lamented the fact that American 
women are “only interested in their own careers.” This man wrote that 
he turned to mail-order marriage because he was looking for a “wife 
who’ll take care of our home and children.” The man worked as an in-
staller of garage doors.91

Critics of mail-order marriage seize upon the antifeminist aspects of 
such letters as proof that men seeking mail-order marriages are looking 
for women to dominate and oppress. However, the antifeminist rheto-
ric in these letters is misleading. As feminist author Susan Faludi has 
noted, “feminism” is often simply a “scapegoat for wider feelings of so-
cial and economic displacement and powerlessness, including a dimin-
ished sense of male power in relation to assumptions of women’s real 
or imagined social gains.”92 Although men’s letters to potential mail-
order brides frequently express a rejection of feminism and feminists, 
their actions tell a different story. In many instances, the same men 
who write that they are looking for women who are not “feminists” are 
specifically choosing to court smart, well-educated, and accomplished 
women. For example, when asked about the type of women entering 
mail-order marriages, the vice consul for immigrant visas at the U.S. 
embassy in Moscow stated, “For the most part these women are far bet-
ter educated than the men. I see women doctors, scientists, etc. being 
petitioned for by truck drivers, gas station attendants, farmers with 
very little money. Some of them can barely afford to do this because 
they need to earn an income that is 25 percent above poverty level.”93 
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The irony is that American men considering mail-order marriage often 
seem to be searching for a foreign version of the type of woman who is 
rejecting them at home.

Jen, the manager of a pen pal agency in Beijing, made similar ob-
servations about the men seeking Chinese brides. She noted that in 
her experience, American men, unlike their Chinese counterparts, 
were happy to marry women significantly more successful than them-
selves. According to Jen, many “educated, professional women in their 
mid-thirties and forties or older who are divorced” become mail-
order brides because “local men want younger women and often are 
not comfortable with a woman who is successful or who earns more 
money than they do.”94 Filipina women express analogous sentiments 
regarding the appeal of mail-order marriage. As one Filipino women’s 
advocate explained, “Powerful, educated Filipinas intimidate [Filipino 
men]. Accomplished women might as well be attracted to foreigners 
because a Filipino man wouldn’t want them anyway.”95

The fact that American men frequently seek highly educated and 
professionally successful brides suggests that despite the antifeminist 
rhetoric in their letters, American men considering mail-order mar-
riages are not actually opposed to female success. Instead, their objec-
tion seems to be with the fact, as they perceive it, that this success has 
led American women to reject marriage and family and these men in 
particular.96

Interviews with men considering mail-order marriage confirm their 
frustration with the domestic dating scene. In one poignant example, a 
man on one of the Russian bride tours made the following observation:

The foreign women say in their personal ads they want to love and 
be loved. In contrast, American women have numerous demands like 
exact height and weight of a guy, a salary over $100,000, fit body, must 
like specific sports, films, etc. I find all this makes me ineligible with 
such women. I don’t have enough money and I am not fit enough. I 
consider myself average looking, but it is not good enough for most 
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American women I would be interested in meeting. I like the fact that 
Ukrainian women are impressed that I have a job at all, they don’t 
seem to care what I do, but simply that I have been at it for as long as 
I have [he has been a UPS driver for twenty years] shows them I am 
reliable.97

In her book Marriage Confidential, author Pamela Haag similarly 
demonstrates that successful American women are unlikely to marry 
lower achieving men. In 2008, Haag compiled a sample of 120 wedding 
announcements from the New York Times and the Baltimore Sun and 
found only one example of a non-college-educated man marrying a 
college-educated woman. In that case, the man, Mr. Wright (his true 
name), met his future wife while providing a CPR refresher course 
to the crew of a sailboat designed by his wife’s company. However, in 
every other example, the couples had the same level of education and 
most also attended schools of comparable prestige.98

The accusation that men seeking mail-order marriages are looking 
for women to dominate as opposed to simply date is also called into 
question by the fact that the women are often quite assertive in these 
relationships. For example, in reference to the stereotype of the submis-
sive mail-order bride, an American doctor named Timothy described 
his Filipina wife, Mary, as the “classic case of false advertising! In our 
house, she’s the boss!”99 Similarly, many of the women acknowledge 
taking charge of the family finances or actively steering their husband’s 
career prospects. In an interview about her relationship, a Russian 
mail-order bride named Masha, described her husband Paul, a forty-
year-old math teacher from Indiana, as patient and attentive, but ter-
rible with money. She recalled how, early in the marriage, she had asked 
Paul about their numerous bills and received a dreadful shock when he 
informed her of his significant debt. “How can you owe that much?” 
she remembered asking in disbelief. When Masha recovered from the 
initial shock, she vowed to fix Paul’s financial problem and immediately 
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took charge of the money. Within a few years, Masha and Paul were out 
of debt and saving to buy a house.100

In her book Confessions of a Mail Order Bride, the author, a Thai 
mail-order bride named Wanwadee Larsen, also recounts the despair 
she felt when she discovered the family’s desperate financial situation 
and the fact that her “professor” husband would soon be out of a job 
“for having made no progress [on his] Ph.D.” She writes, “What kind of 
twisted dream is this that I have come so far to live? To have a husband 
with no job—in America?”101 Larsen did not leave her husband, but 
she also did not accept his aimless lifestyle. Instead, she engaged in a 
persistent campaign against her husband’s lack of ambition and high 
marijuana use, until he changed his life around.102 Her perseverance 
paid off, as by the end of the book her husband had received a perma-
nent academic position and Larsen was on her way to attaining an art 
degree and her own academic career.

These descriptions of men relying on their mail-order wives stand 
in stark contrast to the usual portrayal of such men and also show how 
American men benefit from these marriages. Nevertheless, the biggest 
beneficiaries of mail-order marriage are usually the women. It is widely 
assumed that only the poorest, most vulnerable, and most desperate 
women would agree to such marriages, but contrary to this pervasive 
view and in keeping with the long history of American mail-order mar-
riage, modern mail-order brides typically benefit from their decision to 
become marital immigrants.103

Men seeking mail-order brides frequently claim they are looking 
for “traditional” wives who will be happy to take care of the home and 
family, statements that make most American feminists shudder.104 
American women have largely rejected the separate spheres ideology 
of the male breadwinner and the female homemaker, but there is no 
evidence that foreign women find abandoning this traditional family 
structure emancipatory.105 In fact, mail-order marriage participants 
routinely indicate frustration with forced gender equality. The corre-
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spondence between Polina, a young Russian woman from Smolensk, 
and her American suitor demonstrates such concerns. In the following 
letter, Polina disparages gender equality because, at least in Russia, it 
has been a raw deal for women:

I’ve got a gentle character. I never was able to be active in a relationship. 
But over the last 70 years Russian men have stopped feeling they are 
the head of the family and a pillar of support for women. From child-
hood on we were told that men and women are equal in everything. 
Many of our men are infantile and women have to decide everything 
for them. A new type of woman has been formed in the Soviet Union. 
Deep down, a woman has become more of a man than a woman. Our 
poet Evtushenko was right in saying that the “best men are women.” 
In my character there are no such male traits, although, like all women 
in our country, I have to hustle—rush to work, study, stand on line, do 
housework. Gradually, all of this leads to a loss of one’s feminine core, 
to a roughness of which I am very frightened.106

As Polina’s letter illuminates, equality in Russia has meant women are 
now doing everything, which has been far from liberating.107

In her book Romance on a Global Stage, Professor Nicole Constable 
also remarks on this fact, noting that what is often lacking in the “cri-
tique of marriage and gender relations [is] an appreciation of the vari-
ety of ways in which women in different sociocultural contexts might 
define liberation. To work for a wage might be liberating to a middle-
class American woman, but not to a woman who has worked in fields 
or factories for subsistence since childhood.”108 Moira, a forty-five-
year-old Chinese mail-order bride exemplifies this idea. Moira was well 
educated with a good job, but she felt burdened by the stigma of having 
been divorced. She hoped that marriage to an American would give her 
a fresh start. Career success was less important than excelling as a wife. 
She stated she would happily give up her career and commit herself 
entirely to her husband, if that was what he preferred. Moira wanted the 
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opportunity to live with “more open-minded people” who would allow 
her to “escape her past and begin anew,” and whether she achieved this 
goal as a working wife or as a “traditional” wife was nearly irrelevant.109 
Sentiments like Moira’s are common among mail-order brides, yet it is 
interesting to note that most of them do work. At the same time, they 
are quick to point out that their desire to work is not “feminist.” For ex-
ample, when Olga, a Russian music teacher, was asked if she saw herself 
working after marriage, she replied, “Yes. I’m going to be a teacher.  . . .  
I wouldn’t want to be entirely dependent on my husband and I don’t 
want to just sit around at home.” Olga then further clarified, “I don’t 
want a career. I’m not a feminist. My family will be my first priority, but 
I do want to have a job and make some money.”110 One Russian bride 
site even specifically states that men should expect their wives to work 
and advises that “within a few months after arriving in America, their 
wives will likely become bored and want to get a job.”111 Interestingly, 
few men seem to object.

As the above examples demonstrate, the relationship between mail-
order marriage and feminism is complicated. Men and women in these 
relationships frequently conform to outdated and often disparaged 
gendered roles, yet at the same time the women commonly describe 
their marriages as liberating and empowering. Moreover, although anti-
feminist rhetoric is widespread in letters to and from mail-order brides, 
with the men typically saying they are looking for women who are not 
feminists and the women claiming they have no feminist intentions, 
both parties actually use these marriages for the very feminist goal of 
increasing choice and combating disempowerment.

Interviews with potential mail-order brides reveal that these women 
view foreign marriages as a means of reasserting control over their 
lives. Similarly, interviews with the potential husbands demonstrate 
that they also turn to mail-order marriage as a way of combating their 
own disempowerment, typically in relation to American women.112 
Thus, as researcher Lisa Simons, who conducted numerous interviews 
with mail-order marriage participants, has noted, both groups use mail-
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order marriages to resist the “sense of disempowerment and rejection 
from the state of gender relations in their own country and commu-
nity.” Simons also suggests that “their coming together across unequally 
stratified national boundaries [is] one possible way of bridging those 
differences” and reasserting control.113

Men seeking mail-order brides typically see themselves as victims 
of the changing role of men and women, but rather than viewing these 
men as opposing female empowerment, it may be more accurate to de-
scribe them as objecting to male decline. Many of these men support 
female equality, but also believe it has been bad for men. Edward, an 
American man married to a Russian mail-order bride, typifies these 
complicated feelings. When asked about his views on gender equality, 
he made the following statement: “During the seventies I supported 
the equality and equal opportunity for women that they worked for. 
And I still do. It’s the way I was raised. Somewhere in the seventies 
the women’s movement was hijacked. ‘Women of the world unite 
against bourgeois-proletarian male domination!’ The net result was 
that women were taught to view all male-female relationships as power 
struggles where somebody wins and somebody loses. Every American 
woman I met at some point turned our relationship into a struggle for 
power.”114 Edward’s statement reveals that he is not opposed to in-
creased power and opportunities for women, but he does object to the 
idea that female equality must mean male decline. Edward is far from 
alone in conflating these two ideas. For example, the title of Rosin’s 
book, The End of Men and the Rise of Women, links these two ideas ex-
plicitly. However, Rosin also notes that objecting to or fearing male 
decline should not be considered antifeminist. Instead, she describes 
such concerns as an understandable reaction to the “specter of a com-
ing gender apocalypse.”115

At one point in The End of Men, Rosin interviews a man named 
David, whose girlfriend makes significantly more money than he does, 
and she asks him why he has such uneasiness with the changing roles of 
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marriage. After thinking about the question, he responds, “It’s because 
our team is losing. All the things we need to be good at to thrive in the 
world we imagine existing in ten or twenty or even fifty years from now 
are things that my female friends and competitors are better at than me. 
Than us.”116

It is not unreasonable for men like David to feel discomfort regard-
ing their growing sense of disempowerment, but mail-order marriage 
can actually help combat these feelings. According to a 2000 UN report 
on masculinity, “[M]ost men remain disempowered in relation to elites 
(composed of both men and women) that wield political and economic 
power.  . . .  It is this experience of disempowerment that potentially 
connects some men and women across the patriarchal divide, and of-
fers the possibility of linking a gender politics that challenges patriar-
chy with wider politics of social transformation.”117 Consequently, for 
many of these struggling men, the appeal of a mail-order marriage is 
not that it introduces them to women they can dominate, but that it 
connects them with sympathetic partners who have experienced simi-
lar struggles.

The idea that mail-order marriage increases marriage equality may 
seem counterintuitive, but it is an idea repeatedly expressed by those 
who work with mail-order brides. Despite the widespread perception 
that mail-order marriages are “antifeminist,” many mail-order brides 
seek foreign husbands precisely because they see them as less patriar-
chal and more egalitarian than their male countrymen. As Harvey Bal-
zer, director of Georgetown University’s Russian Area Program, noted, 
Russian women are tired of “domestic dictators”: “Even [the Russian] 
men I know who write about women’s rights wouldn’t get up from the 
dinner table to help clear the dishes.” Therefore, Balzer notes that the 
American man who claims to be seeking an “unliberated woman” looks 
to the Russian woman like a “liberated man.”118 Vera, the owner of a 
mail-order bride service in Russia, echoed these sentiments: “Russian 
men can’t provide for the family and they don’t pay attention to their 
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families.  . . .  That really doesn’t agree with us women.  . . .  Plus, they 
don’t value what we do for them. And men in our country are prone to 
alcoholism.”119

Interviews with Russian mail-order brides show that many turn to 
this type of marriage in order to achieve more egalitarian relationships 
and that they often view gender divisions as beneficial. For example, 
Zina stated that what specifically attracted her to her husband Robert 
was his request for a traditional wife “who would build a home life for 
him,” and for whom he could fulfill the traditional male role of protec-
tor and provider. As Zina noted, “In Russia, all the men know what 
women’s obligations are—to sew, to cook, they know all that by heart. 
But they have no idea whatsoever what their obligations might be. Here 
it’s just the opposite. The men know what is wanted of them and what 
their obligations are.”120 Peter, a man married to a Russian mail-order 
bride, confirmed this fact. He stated that his wife’s appreciation of his 
willingness to assume the male protector/provider role was one of the 
biggest advantages of a foreign bride. He noted, “She’s so much more 
feminine and appreciative than American women.”121

Tamara, a beautiful blonde-haired, blue-eyed, thirty-two-year-old 
secretary from Irkutsk, expressed similar appreciation for her bald, 
forty-seven-year-old, TV repairman husband. Although outsiders 
might be skeptical of this pairing, it is clear that Tamara believes she 
is the lucky one in the relationship. She explained that at first her 
friends were dubious of her decision to become a mail-order bride, 
but now her friends back in Russia are “tearing their hair out from 
jealousy.”122

Many non-Russian mail-order brides also express similar views 
about the greater equality available through their marriages and an ap-
preciation of defined gender roles. For example, a Chinese mail-order 
bride named Meili explained that she was looking for a foreign husband 
because “[t]hey say what is on their mind” and they are “more likely 
to want an ‘equal’ relationship with women.” When pressed to explain 
what she meant by “equal,” she clarified that she was looking for a “bal-
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anced” division of labor, the kind that could be satisfied by the tradi-
tional male breadwinner, female homemaker structure.123

The enhanced gender equality provided by mail-order marriage also 
manifests as greater marital opportunities for single mothers. A large 
proportion of mail-order brides are divorced women with children, 
but in many foreign countries single mothers are stigmatized. For ex-
ample, Russia has the largest proportion of single-mother households 
(as compared with other Eastern European countries), yet having chil-
dren from a previous marriage significantly lowers a Russian woman’s 
chance of remarriage. In Dreaming of a Mail-Order Husband, gender re-
searcher Ericka Johnson interviewed dozens of potential Russian mail-
order brides. She noted being “a little surprised how categorical the 
women were in their characterizations of Russian men as uninterested 
in older women with children (and by older I mean mid-twenties).”124 
In contrast, she found that the American men seeking mail-order brides 
were also often divorced and looking for a “loving mother to [their] 
children” and quite happy to marry a woman who had already proven 
her interest in motherhood.125

Studies of modern mail-order brides also indicate that these women 
seek such marriages because they believe foreign men are more respect-
ful toward women.126 Mail-order brides consistently express the be-
lief that Western men are held to a higher standard of ethics in their 
relationships with women.127 Tanya, a twenty-four-year-old Russian 
woman with a three-year-old child, expressed this view when she ex-
plained that what attracted her to Peter, a twenty-nine-year-old engi-
neer from Wisconsin, was that he was kind and would listen to her. She 
noted, “He calls me every day from work to see if I need anything. Very 
few Russians would do that.”128 Similarly, in describing why she listed 
with a mail-order bride company, Olga, a twenty-nine-year-old music 
teacher from Russia, stated,

Everyone knows that life in America is much better than here in Russia. 
Even poor people there have cars, houses and color TVs. And there’s 
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always plenty of food to eat. But the most wonderful thing about Amer-
ica is the men. They’re much more handsome than Russian men. They 
don’t have gold fillings in their mouth or rotted teeth like all my old 
boyfriends. And they don’t boss you around and treat you like you’re 
their slave. I dream every night of going to the United States, marrying a 
handsome man and having children. I can’t wait to go. As soon as I find 
the right man, I’m going to apply for an exit visa.129

Both statements demonstrate that part of their reason for seeking an 
American husband is the belief that American men treat their wives 
with greater respect than do Russian men, and this belief is not limited 
to Russian women; other foreign women also express these sentiments. 
For example, Filipina mail-order brides frequently note that American 
men know how to “take care of ” their wives and describe them as less 
likely to have an affair and more likely to allow their wives social free-
dom than Filipino men. Similarly, Chinese mail-order brides describe 
Western men as “more open-minded and less controlling than Chinese 
husbands.”130

While some of the above descriptions may be overly rosy, they 
show that foreign women view mail-order marriage as a way to 
achieve respect and equality in their marriages and not as a desperate 
and dreaded last resort. In fact many brides bristle at the suggestion 
they are seeking such marriages out of desperation. A Filipina named 
Mary Beth provided the following explanation of her motivations 
for seeking a mail-order marriage and her frustration with the victim 
stereotypes: “I was aware of pen pal clubs, but had not thought to use 
one myself until I met an American man in Manila who had come to 
meet his girlfriend. We became friends and he encouraged me to try 
this way of meeting someone. I was suspicious at first. I had heard 
reports and comments of people who assumed you had to be desper-
ate to do this. I didn’t consider myself desperate. I had a good job. I 
didn’t need to get married or seek better opportunities elsewhere.”131 
Constable’s book also refutes this stereotype of the “desperate” mail-
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order bride. Constable describes a fabulous dinner she had in 1999 
with two potential Chinese mail-order brides, noting that “after a 
feast of jiaozi (dumplings), the conversation moved smoothly from 
Beethoven and Bach to Elizabeth Taylor’s latest marriage, Prince 
William, the trade accord, the pros and cons of hormone therapy 
for menopause, and the election of Taiwan’s new president.”132 This 
anecdote was just one of many Constable used to show that many 
modern mail-order brides are a far cry from the commonly depicted 
sad and hopeless women.

One final objection to mail-order marriage is the belief that it com-
modifies something that should not be commodified and therefore 
exploits women. As marriage historian Nancy Cott has written, “Ameri-
can rhetoric and popular culture  . . .  put love and money on opposite 
sides of the street. Mercenary or cold-blooded motives for marrying 
[are] labeled crass, unethical, and destined for disastrous fate.”133 Since 
at least the 1920s, Americans have viewed the love aspect of marriage as 
not only essential but almost divine. For example, in her book on the 
history of marriage, Cott cites a study from 1925 showing that Ameri-
cans believed that “only through some ‘mysterious attraction’ that ‘just 
happens’ [are] young people supposed to find each other.” She notes 
that the study further added that Americans viewed “romance in mar-
riage [as] something which, like the religion, must be believed in to 
hold society together.”134

In contrast to this idealized “love match,” mail-order marriages do 
not “just happen.” Most mail-order brides consider these relationships 
a bargained exchange and are quite open about that fact that financial 
considerations played a role in their decision.135 This aspect of these 
marriages is unsettling to many Americans who believe in the superi-
ority of romantic marriage.136 Nevertheless, love has not always been 
considered an important or even desirable part of marriage. Well into 
the nineteenth century, the romanticization of marriage was often 
treated with concern. Novels, which provided fictionalized accounts 
of romantic love, were seen as harming young women by encouraging 
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unrealistic expectations of marriage. In the 1857 marriage manual The 
Young Lady’s Counsellor, the Reverend Daniel Wise expressed dismay 
at the “multitude [of young women] who form their notion of love and 
marriage from sickly novels, from theatrical performances, and from 
flippant conversations.”137 The nineteenth-century English domestic 
advice writer Sarah Ellis expressed similar sentiments regarding roman-
tic love. According to Ellis, women need to reduce their expectations 
regarding marriage, and a wife “should place herself, instead of running 
the risk of being placed, in a secondary position.”138

Despite these various objections to love matches, romantic ideals 
eventually took hold. Nevertheless, it was not until the late twentieth 
century that a majority of American women finally indicated that love 
outweighed all other considerations in choosing a partner.139 Today, 
most Americans believe in the superiority of romantic marriage, but 
with a divorce rate hovering around 50 percent, there is reason to ques-
tion this preference. In 2002, Robert Epstein, former editor of Psychol-
ogy Today, published a controversial editorial arguing that it is the 
idealization of the love marriage that prevents happy marriages. Ac-
cording to Epstein, the American “love marriage” based on physical 
attraction and romance is “really, really horrible.”140

Mail-order brides often marry for financial reasons, but this does 
not preclude the possibility of love after marriage. For example, stud-
ies show that the commodification of caregiving relationships does 
not hurt either the quality or the sincerity of the care, and it tends to 
greatly benefit female caregivers.141 For example, Dartmouth professor 
Deborah Stone has noted that study after study of nursing home aides, 
home health aides, child care workers, nannies, and au pairs demon-
strates that despite the fact they were paid to care for strangers, women 
in these professions commonly formed a bond with their clients and 
quickly came to consider them family. As one child care provider lov-
ingly explained, “these children, they are so close to you. You’re like a 
second mom to them. And you being there when they come home after 
school—you listen to the different little things they want to talk with 
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you about. It becomes a personal thing, where, you know, they can’t get 
to mom right away. But they can get to you.”142

Conversations with mail-order brides also show that financial con-
siderations do not prevent the formation of true, loving bonds. As 
Masha, the Russian woman who married Paul, explained, her first con-
sideration was to secure a decent life for her child, and she was willing 
to give “love” to whoever could provide this for her and her son. Masha 
stated, “The way I fe[lt] about Paul is this: you’re giving me a decent life 
for myself and my child, and so I’m giving you love. After all, what I was 
thinking about back in Kharkov wasn’t where can I find love but will I 
have money today to buy bread for my child?”143 At the same time, it is 
clear this bargain also facilitated genuine affection. Asked whether she 
loved Paul, Masha replied, “How can I not love a man who’s being so 
kind to me and my child?”144

As the marriage between Masha and Paul shows, the exchange of 
care and affection in return for money, security, and a decent lifestyle 
is often explicit in mail-order marriages, but this arrangement does 
not preclude the development of love. In fact, a number of feminist 
scholars have even argued that it is the failure to commodify marriage 
that actually creates the greatest harm to women.145 According to these 
scholars, our modern concept of marriage encourages women to pro-
vide their services for free and devalues women and the work they do 
in marriage.146 As Professor Robin West has written, by encouraging a 
wife to work for free, we are encouraging a woman to think of herself 
“as the conduit for the pleasures of others, rather than  . . .  acting toward 
the maximization of her own.”147 According to West, “a woman who 
routinely performs harmful altruistic acts” (acts where she consistently 
puts the needs of others before her own) “loses the sense of integrity 
necessary to at least liberal conceptions of individualism.”148 West be-
lieves there is no reason why the family should be any more altruistic 
than the marketplace, particularly when this altruism harms women.149

Mail-order marriages avoid these harms. Unlike conventional mar-
riages, they are often explicit exchanges. Therefore, according to West’s 
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analysis, they may actually be more beneficial to women than the ideal-
ized, romantic marriage. A mail-order bride who makes her sacrifices 
and performs caregiving for her husband and family as part of a con-
tractual understanding is empowered by her actions in a way the “lov-
ing” altruistic wife is not.150 As Svetlana, a potential Russian bride from 
Moscow, noted, “Love has become a luxury.  . . .  I’ll be old and gray 
before we [Russian women] can afford love.”151 Encouraging women 
like Svetlana to wait for “love” may be the least helpful thing we can do.
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Conclusion

Statistics on the success rates of mail-order marriages are hard to verify. 
Encounters International, one of the largest match-making agencies, 
claims 104 marriages and 4 divorces in seven years. Similarly, a lawyer 
who specializes in fiancée visas, noted that in eight years he had seen 
600 mail-order marriages and 21 divorces.1 In addition, at least one 
study claims the success rate for mail-order marriages is 80 percent after 
five years,2 which makes it comparable to conventional domestic mar-
riages,3 or perhaps slightly better since the mail-order marriage statistic 
includes remarriages (which have significantly higher divorce rates).4 
Regardless, even if these marriages have a lower divorce rate than tradi-
tional marriages, no one is arguing that they should become the norm.

Throughout history, mail-order marriages have always carried risks 
and uncertainties. Modern mail-order marriages continue to present 
these concerns. However, they have also consistently provided sub-
stantial benefits. Since the founding of Jamestown, women have used 
mail-order marriage as a source of empowerment. In the colonial era, it 
was a way to share in the economic and nation-building opportunities 
of colonization. Mail-order brides were considered important to the 
success of the North American colonies, and this gave colonial women 
legal and political opportunities rarely available to their contempo-
raries. A similar pattern was repeated during the frontier period: female 
scarcity was considered a problem of national significance, so substan-
tial legal and political incentives were offered to incentivize their im-
migration. The experiences of early American mail-order brides show 
these women were neither desperate nor exploited, but were making a 
rational decision to increase their marital opportunities and hopefully 
improve their lives.
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Early American mail-order marriages also demonstrated the differ-
ence between successful and disastrous marital immigration programs. 
In order to be successful, mail-order marriage requires consent and sig-
nificant benefits and protections for the marital immigrant. The pro-
grams of Jamestown, New France, and the American West conformed 
to these criteria. They gave single women substantial economic, social, 
and legal advantages as well as meaningful protections such as safe pas-
sage, the right to divorce, and the right to control their separate prop-
erty. In the Louisiana colony, marital immigrants were not given these 
protections. They were lied to and many were kidnapped, producing a 
disastrous result.

In the post–Civil War period, mail-order marriage continued to 
increase. Changes in communication and transportation technology 
made it possible for men and women to arrange their own unions, 
but the basic purpose of mail-order marriage remained the same. Men 
and women continued seeking these marriages because they believed 
they offered them opportunities otherwise unavailable. Matrimonial 
advertisements brought isolated women into contact with an infi-
nitely greater number of potential partners. These ads also enabled 
single women to contact like-minded men and to state explicitly what 
they desired in a marriage. Consequently, mail-order marriage gave 
nineteenth-century women increased control over their marital futures.

As the nineteenth century progressed, growing numbers of foreign 
women began seeking this type of marriage. Most of these women were 
racially or financially inadmissible, but by becoming mail-order brides, 
they found a way around America’s harsh immigration restrictions. 
Most foreign brides benefited from their mail-order marriages and the 
ability to immigrate, but the circumstances of their arrival contributed 
to the growing concerns regarding mail-order marriage. These brides 
were no longer seen as supporting American goals and policies but in-
stead seemed to be defying them. Foreign brides were seen as under-
mining federal immigration law and policy, increasing the population 
of those perceived to be racially and ethnically undesirable, and under-
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mining the women’s rights movement. These negative views were fur-
ther reinforced during both world wars when large numbers of foreign 
women entered the country as war brides, and they continue to inform 
modern perceptions of mail-order marriage.

The negative views of mail-order marriage are well entrenched, but 
they are often unjustified and obscure the fact that these relationships 
continue to benefit both men and women. Mail-order marriages in-
crease the marital options of those who find their domestic marriage 
opportunities limited and disempowering. The grooms in modern 
mail-order marriages are often men who have been excluded from the 
American marriage market. The brides are typically women unhappy 
in their home countries and particularly with the available men there, 
but with few emigration opportunities. Mail-order marriage connects 
these two groups and enables both to reassert control over their lives by 
expanding their marital opportunities. Moreover, given that mail-order 
marriage provides one of the most effective paths to U.S. immigration, 
it is likely to remain an attractive choice for many foreign women and, 
increasingly, for foreign men as well.

After the U.S. Supreme Court decided United States v. Windsor in 
2013 and struck down part of the Defense of Marriage Act as unconsti-
tutional, the secretary of the Department of Homeland Security, Janet 
Napolitano, issued the following statement: “After last week’s decision 
by the Supreme Court holding that Section 3 of the Defense of Mar-
riage Act (DOMA) is unconstitutional, President Obama directed fed-
eral departments to ensure the decision and its implication for federal 
benefits for same-sex legally married couples are implemented swiftly 
and smoothly. To that end, effective immediately, I have directed U.S. 
Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) to review immigration 
visa petitions filed on behalf of a same-sex spouse in the same man-
ner as those filed on behalf of an opposite-sex spouse.”5 As a result of 
this decision, immigration petitions for same-sex spouses increased 
exponentially. Michael Sisitzky, an attorney with Immigration Equal-
ity, an organization devoted to helping binational same-sex couples, 
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described the Windsor decision as having “completely changed the 
landscape.” According to Sisitzky, fifteen hundred couples contacted 
Immigration Equality in the week after the decision, more than had 
contacted the organization the entire previous year.6 For LGBT people 
in the United States, the Windsor decision was a clear statement that 
things are improving, but the thousands of same-sex immigration peti-
tions also demonstrated that the growing acceptance of LGBT indi-
viduals in America stands in stark contrast to their treatment in many 
other countries.

As of May 2015, there were seventy-nine countries where homosex-
uality was considered a crime,7 and many more where gay men and 
women are subject to significant homophobia. For example, in Rus-
sia, homosexuality is not technically illegal, but it is highly denigrated 
and frequently met with violence. Moreover, the situation in Russia is 
getting increasingly worse. In June 2013, Russia enacted an anti-LGBT 
propaganda law, which was purportedly passed to prevent the distribu-
tion of “non-traditional sexual relationships” ideas among minors, but 
was seen by many as a thinly veiled attempt to criminalize homosexual-
ity. Since the law was enacted, violence against LGBT individuals has 
increased markedly, and not surprisingly, the number of Russian LGBT 
people seeking asylum in the United States has risen fourfold.8

Unfortunately, asylum is rarely granted, so it is not surprising that 
a growing number of gay men from Russia and Ukraine have begun 
considering marital immigration. In fact, a number of same-sex mar-
riage websites have sprung up to meet this demand. They are similar 
to those that cater to heterosexual Western men. Like traditional mail-
order bride sites, same-sex marriage sites emphasize their clients’ desire 
for long-term marital relationships based on love and compatibility. For 
instance, on the Gay Marriage Agency “Golden Boys” website, which 
lists the profiles of Ukrainian men interested in same-sex marriages, 
the agency proudly states that “during [the] time of our work dozens of 
lonely people have met and found their happiness together. We are sure 
our agency was born under [a] lucky star because all couples who met 



Conclusion  •  223

through [the] matchmaking service of our gay marriage agency are very 
happy together.”9 However, unlike traditional mail-order brides’ sites, 
these sites tend to be much more explicit about the political factors that 
have influenced their clients’ desire to immigrate.

The bottom of the Golden Boys webpage includes a link to a news-
paper article describing two recently proposed pieces of antigay legis-
lation.10 In addition, the contact information page includes a chilling 
disclaimer: “Most guys listed in our catalog provide their contact 
phone numbers to our disposal, but not all of them. As we cooperate 
with genuine gay guys from the province, some of them hesitate to do 
it due to [the] high degree of homophobia in our country.”11 Similarly, 
on the Gay Fiancés website, which also caters to Western men seeking 
Ukrainian or Russian spouses, the “news” section describes the dismal 
state of gay rights in Russia and Ukraine and notes that “[a]ccording to 
research institute Levada, only one percent of all Russians respect gay 
rights.” It further adds, “Hostility towards gays is strong in Ukraine as 
well.”12

For gay men living in countries that afford them few rights and pro-
tections, marital immigration offers an attractive alternative.13 As a 
result, the future of mail-order marriage will likely be somewhat less fe-
male and may mean we can finally discard the term “mail-order bride.” 
However, in most other ways, future mail-order marriages are likely to 
remain very similar. As this book has shown, throughout U.S. history 
the motivations of mail-order brides have remained fairly constant. 
Women choose martial immigration when it offers them the opportu-
nity to improve their marital, economic, and political circumstances. 
Potential same-sex foreign spouses are interested in marital immigra-
tion for comparable reasons and seem unlikely to change the con-
tours of these relationships drastically. The larger question, though, is 
whether these marriages should change.

Most Americans perceive mail-order marriage as problematic. They 
are uncomfortable with the fact that mail-order brides are often mo-
tivated by reasons other than love and worry that this makes these 
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relationships too different from modern American love matches. How-
ever, the defining feature of modern marriage is not love but choice.14 
Choice is what facilitated the rise of the love match, and this fact is 
crucial for understanding how mail-order marriage fits within the con-
text of modern marriage. For more than four hundred years, mail-order 
marriage helped men and women increase their marital choice and 
form advantageous and empowering relationships. Modern mail-order 
marriages are created for the same reason. Today’s mail-order brides 
and grooms are not a throwback to an earlier, unenlightened time. In-
stead, like most of us, they are simply men and women who believe 
marriage will improve their lives, and we should support their choice.
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