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The Washington State History Museum features seldom-spotlighted history 
in “Crossing Boundaries: Portraits of a Transgender West” 

TACOMA, Wash – On May 29, the eve of 

Pride Month, the Washington State History 

Museum in Tacoma will open an original 

exhibition about transgender people in the 

West from the 1860s to the 1940s. The 

exhibition was created in collaboration with 

Dr. Peter Boag, an historian, author, and 

educator at Washington State University-

Vancouver. Crossing Boundaries: Portraits of a 

Transgender West highlights specific people 

who moved west and changed their activities, 

clothing, and behaviors to lead lives that fit 

more with their sense of self. Their life stories 

illuminate the exhibition’s themes of visibility, 

identity, acceptance, and history – themes 

that remain significant in the queer community today. Through historic newspaper clippings and 

artifacts, Crossing Boundaries considers how westward migration provided these individuals and 

others with opportunities for self-expression and fulfillment.  

The history of transgender people in the West is an incomplete one, marked by sensational 

popular accounts and prejudice, and a lack of personal records.  

“One of the challenges in organizing this exhibition was locating stories of transgender people in 

newspaper, library, and photographic archives,” said Gwen Whiting, lead exhibitions curator at 

the museum. “While there were many people who transitioned in the West, often we found that 

those stories had been lost, either through intentional erasure by communities or family 

members, or because the individuals left few personal accounts and belongings behind. For 

example, Dr. Alan Hart requested that all personal correspondence and documents be burned 

upon his death.” 

Because written documentation is sparse, it has sometimes been assumed that trans people did 

not exist prior to the modern era; however, transgender people have existed in the West for 

thousands of years. Many Native cultures recognized three, four, or more genders.  
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Examples of the individuals featured  in the Crossing Boundaries  exhibition include Harry Allen, a 

heartbreaker who was wanted by the police; Dr. Alan Hart, a medical doctor and Northwest 

novelist; and the mysterious Mrs. Nash, a laundress to the famed Seventh Cavalry and an officer’s 

wife. As with other pioneering experiences, theirs are stories of obstacles and fear, bravery and 

triumph.   

“It is an honor,” Peter Boag explained, “to be a part of the visionary inclusiveness of the 

Washington State Historical Society, bringing to attention varied peoples marginalized in and by 

our history. Our exhibit shares stories that are of central importance to our state and region, but 

stories largely ignored or purposely misconstrued. As such, what we share is not only affirming of 

the lives of the people we explore, but also of fundamental interest to everyone.” 

Crossing Boundaries: Portraits of a Transgender West is on view from May 29-December 12, 2021, 

at the Washington State History Museum. The museum will also present an online curator 

conversation with Peter Boag and Gwen Whiting on June 10, 2021 at 6:00 PM. More information 

at www.WashingtonHistory.org/crossing-boundaries.  
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Top: As a child in 1850s New York, Joe Monahan shortened the name given to him at birth as “Joe,” 
dressing only in boy’s clothing and selling newspapers as a boy. Tales came out of the West of women 
who dressed and lived as men in the gold fields of California. Inspired by this, in 1867, Monahan told 
his family that he was going west to make his fortune. Joe Monahan became one of the most famous 
transgender people from the Old West, his story told and retold in books, newspapers, theatrical 
productions, and film. However, his transgender identity was erased in these retellings which described 
Monahan as a heterosexual woman whose troubles with men led them to create a new life in the 
West. Detail of article from The American Examiner, 1904. (Public domain) 

Bottom left: Black settlers were the first to settle Idaho’s Grays Lake Valley in the 1860s. One of the 
many people who came west was George Holmes, known as “Mother George.” Mother George served 
as a midwife for many of the families in the valley, remaining in the area even after harsh winters drove 
many settlers out in the 1880s. She was believed to be of Black and Native descent.  Although many 
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people commented on her unusually large hands, it was not until her death around 1919 that those 
around her determined to their satisfaction that she had a male body. Image courtesy of Museum of 
Idaho. 

Bottom right: Book cover for Dr. Mallory, one of Dr. Alan Hart’s four published fiction novels. An 
accomplished physician, Hart pioneered the use of x-ray photography in tuberculosis detection, and 
helped implement TB screening protocols. Hart was one of the first trans men to undergo a 
hysterectomy in the United States. Book courtesy of Lewis and Clark College library. 

 

About The Washington State Historical Society and History Museum 
The Washington State Historical Society partners with our communities to explore how history connects us 
all. The Society’s most visible activity, the Washington State History Museum is located in downtown 
Tacoma on Pacific Avenue. The museum features interactive permanent exhibitions about Washington’s 
past in the Great Hall, unique rotating exhibitions highlighting the Society’s collections, and dynamic feature 
exhibitions.  
 
Address: 1911 Pacific Avenue, Tacoma, WA 98402 
Tel: 253-272-3500 
Website: www.WashingtonHistory.org 
Hours: 10:00 AM–5:00 PM Tues.-Sun. On the third Thursday of each month: 10:00 AM-8:00 PM, with free 
admission from 3:00-8:00 PM. 
Admission: Free for members; Adults $14; seniors (age 65+), students (age 6-17) and military (with ID) $11; 
free for children 5 and under; family rate $40 (up to two adults and four children under age 18). Patrons 
with a Washington Quest card and licensed Washington Foster Parents can attend for $1 per person or $2 
per family.  
Blue Star Museums: Washington State History Museum is proud to participate in this program giving thanks 
to active duty military members and their families. The 2021 Blue Star Museums program begins on Armed 
Forces Day, Saturday, May 15, 2021 and ends on Labor Day, Monday, September 6, 2021. This program 
provides FREE admission for active duty military and up to five family members with ID. The active duty 
member does not need to be present for admission.  
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