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A Marylander
Herds Sheep in the West:
The Letters of
R. Bowie Vinson, 1903-1904

GEORGE M, ANDERSON, S.J.

Editor

You could not fire a shotgun into the average crowd in the range country
without hitting a man who had at some time herded sheep, but it would
probably take the charge in the other barrel to make him admit it.'

Sheep raising, while not as glamorous as cattle raising, has
been a part of the South Dakota agricultural scene since 1865. In
that year. Territorial Governor Newton Edmunds introduced the
"woolies" into the Yankton area, but it was not until 1876, when
sheepmen began to enter the short-grass range of western
Dakota Territory, that the industry really found a footing in the
Dakotas. The 1870 census showed a mere 1,901 sheep in the entire
territory, most of them east of the river. By 1880, when sheepmen
were building herds near Bear Butte and in the northern Black
Hills region, the number had increased to 30,244 sheep. After the
division of the territory in 1889, South Dakota claimed a sheep
population of 238,448, By the turn of the century, when the figure
1, Archer B. Gilfillan, Sheep (Boston: Little, Brown, & Co,, 1929), p. 5,
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reached 775,236, sheep ranching was out of its infancy and fast
becoming one of South Dakota's major agricultural industries.''
Sheep raising had a number of advantages over cattle raising
that caused many cattlemen to diversify and run both sheep and
cattle. Most importantly, the sheep provided two cash crops each
year—wool and lambs. Many cattle ranchers saw the advantage
in having two marketing opportunities rather than a single, highrisk crop. After the disastrous winter of 1886-1887, when cattle
herds were decimated, the ensuing financial problems further encouraged the development of sheep herds. Sheep ranching took a
smaller capital outlay than did cattle ranching and required less
personnel to maintain the operation. One sheepherder in charge
2. Edward N. Wentworth. America's Sheep Trails (Ames: Iowa State College
Press, 1948), pp. 337-39, 342. See also George Alton, "The Sheep Industry in South
Dakota West of the Missouri River" (M.A. thesis. University of South Dakota,
1943), pp. 7-14.

A herder tends his flock in the northem Black Hills region. 1891.
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of a large flock of sheep was not unusual. Shearing and lambing
called for extra hands and special crews, but the sheep rancher's
yearly payroll was comparatively small,'
By 1900, going west to work frequently meant finding a job not
in cattle ranching but in the sheep industry. Although it was unexciting work, it generally paid better than similar work on a cattle ranch. Like his counterpart the cowboy, the man hired to herd
sheep came from all walks of life, and he took to the range in
search of adventure, work, money, obscurity, or himself. In 1903,
the occupation drew a young easterner named Richard Bowie
Vinson, or "Bowie," as his family and friends called him.
Bowie Vinson was born into a comfortable Rockville, Maryland,
family in 1872. Along with his twin brother Robert William
("Will"), Bowie was the last of Frances Prout and John T. Vinson's
six children. John T. Vinson, as a circuit court judge for Montgomery County, Maryland, held a position of prominence in his
community, and successful land investments had made him financially secure. Throughout his life. Judge Vinson supported a large
household, including three sons (Thomas, Bowie, and Will), three
daughters (Julia, Nanny, and Mary), his brother Napoleon ("Uncle
Nep"), and his wife's sister Mary Prout. Neither his oldest son
Thomas nor Bowie, his youngest, ever pursued any real career.
Strikingly handsome and with no need to work for a living,
Bowie Vinson led a life that came to be considered, in the words of
a nephew, "rather wild." As a result. Judge Vinson decided to
send him west to herd sheep and establish a land claim in South
Dakota. Several young Rockville men had already set a precedent
by going west to try their fortunes in the Dakotas. Bowie, being
of an adventurous nature, had no objections to the proposal and
accordingly set out from Rockville in 1903, shortly after his
father's death.*
In his will. Judge Vinson directed that all his assets be converted into cash and divided among his six children. With regard
to Bowie, however, he stipulated that his portion be invested by
the Safe Deposit and Trust Company of Baltimore "in safe, inter3. John H. ("Jack") CuUey, Cattle, Horses & Men of the Western Range (Los
Angeles, Calif.: Ward Ritchie Press, 1940), pp. 228-32; Wentworth, America's
Sheep Trails, p. 342; Alton, "Sheep Industry in South Dakota," p. 15. Throughout
his book Sheep, Archer Gilfillan also extols the virtues of sheep over cattle.
4. Personal recollection of Judge Thomas Minor Anderson, Rockville, Maryland, son of Bowie's sister Julia.
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est bearing securities and to collect the income therefrom during
the natural life of my son, Richard B. Vinson . . . and to pay the
net income therefrom at least semi-annually . . . into his own
hands and not to any other person or persons, whether claiming
by his authority or otherwise."' Clearly, Judge Vinson had little
confidence in Bowie's ability to handle money and was careful to
ensure that the capital of his portion not be left at his free
disposal. Bowie's letters suggest that the judge's doubts were
well founded, for Bowie was frequently in debt.
Bowie, sometimes called "Boots," was thirty-one years old
when he left Rockville. Several of his Maryland compatriots who
had already migrated to the western part of South Dakota were
in the process of establishing themselves in the then enormous
Stanley County. Similarly, Bowie traveled to Pierre, filed on a
claim, and looked for work. From 1903 until his untimely death in
January 1905, Bowie worked for short periods for four different
sheep ranchers, men named McMahon, Farlow, Ehrler, and Hart.
This frequent changing of jobs was perhaps a sign of instability in
his nature, but a life of comparative solitude must have been difficult for a person accustomed to the conviviality of a large eastern
family. This solitude is reflected in his letters. In one to his sister
Mary Gordon ("Mamie") Peter, dated 22 October 1903, for example, Bowie writes: "I tell you it gets pretty lonely here after supper. I generally go to bed between eight and half-past. I find that
it is the easiest and quickest way of passing the night."
In spite of his isolation, Bowie learned to take pleasure in what
was available to him; a dance at the local schoolhouse or a rare
home-cooked meal. Though he had no more than a high school
education from the Rockville Academy, Bowie possessed a gift
for evoking a colorful picture of the life of an ordinary hired hand
on a sheep ranch. The ruggedness of the life style, the vastness of
the range country, the yearning for companionship, and the simple pleasures of the frontier are portrayed in the following letters. These letters, addressed to various members of Bowie's
family, were preserved by his nephew Thomas M, Anderson of
Rockville, Maryland. In several instances, a page of the letters is
missing, and in editing the letters for publication, a few brief sections referring to unidentifiable Rockville acquaintances and family matters have been omitted. The letters end abruptly with a
5. Judge Jobn T. Vinson signed his will on 20 January 1903, only a few weeks
before his death on 7 February 1903.
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fragmentary letter to a niece on 28 October 1904, Less than three
months after this final communication with his family, Bowie died
in a buggy accident east of Rapid City on 7 January 1905.

Pierre, S, D. Sept. 24th [1903]
Dear Will [Bowie's twin brother].
We got into Pierre last Tuesday morning about 2 o'clock and
we are still here. The man that Mr, Anderson' is looking for has
not shown up and it will be impossible to tell how much longer we
will have to remain, possibly until Saturday or Sunday, Pierre
has about 4000 population. It is quite hilly, but has some right
nice stores. There is but one drug store in the town, but that is a
good one.'
Yesterday we got in a little naptha launch and went across the
Missouri River to a place called Mt, [sic] Pierre. There I saw a
large herd of cattle and about 15 or 20 cowboys with them. In the
afternoon we went out to the stock yards and saw a lot more and
the largest herd of sheep that you can imagine. The man in charge
said that there were between 2000 and 2500.
6. While it is not entirely clear from the text nor from family recollections, it is
possible that this Mr, Anderson is Maj. William Anderson who owned the Rake
RaDch near old Interior. Anderson was the uncle of Ernest and John Wallace Jones
as well as Maurice Williams, all of whom were friends of Bowie's from Rockville
who had come to South Dakota, See Pioneers of the Open Range: Haakon County,
South Dakota, Settlers before January 1, 1906 (Midland, S.Dak.: Pioneer Club of
Western South Dakota, [1965]), pp. 84, 162.
7. Will Vinson owned and operated the only drugstore in Eockville, Maryland.
Bowie knew that this information would be particularly interesting to him.
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This morning the hotel where we are stopping caught fire and
burned all the one end of it.' You should have seen the guests
coming down the stairs, a majority of them having nothing on but
their night clothes and carrying their own clothes in their hands.
There were more than 100 people in it the time of the fire. No one
lost anything, but about half a dozen women fainted.
The weather is fine. Have not had a cloudy day since heing
here. Well I must close now as there is no more news. When I get
on the ranch, I will write to let you know my address. With lots of
love to all, I am
Your devoted brother,
R.B.V.

Hotel Locke, H. L. Wiggam, Mgr.
Pierre, S. Dak. Sept. 25th, 1903
My dear Will,
I have just time to drop you a line or two before starting on a
little tramp of 125 miles. I leave tomorrow with a Mr. [Hugh]
McMahon to go out on his sheep ranch. He has just come in with a
bunch of them and I hired to him tonight at $30.00 per. He will
leave me on the second day out and then I travel the balance of
the distance alone, and on foot. If you should not hear from me
again in the next six months, form a scouting party and look for
me in the "Black Hills." My address will be R.B. Vinson, c/o H.J.
McMahon, Smith P.O., S.D.'
P.S. Tell them all to write, as I will be quite lonely out there by
myself. Please tell Lou Edmonston my address. Do not forget to
send me the county paper (Sentinel) and also the Sunday Post.
Yours etc.
R.B.V.
8. A fire took place in the kitchens of the Locke Hotel at 5 a.m. on 24 September
1903. See Pierre Daily Capital-Journal. 24 Sept. 1903.
9. Smith was near Grindstone Buttes in what is now Haakon County.
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A flock of four thousand sheep waits
at dipping pens near Fort Pierre, 1900.

Smith [South Dakota], [Oct.] 17th [19]03'»
Dear Will,
As things are pretty quiet around here, no one being home except myself and dog, I thought that I would take this opportunity
of dropping you a few lines. Will, just to think that it has been
four weeks ago since I left Rockville. To me it seems more like
four months, let alone four weeks. Mr. McMahon has been gone
two weeks last Friday and is still away. The land only knows
when he will return.
I am getting along pretty well. The only thing that bothers me
is the country. When I leave the house in the mornings, I am
never sure of getting back the same day, as the country all looks
alike and after following the sheep for some four or five miles in
every direction that they choose to go, you get pretty well mixed
up. The only way is to go by the sun. I generally take the sheep
10. The actual date on this letter is "Febry 17th 03," but Bowie Vinson apparently did not come to South Dakota until September of 1903. The content of the letter
clearly indicates that 17 October 1903 is a more likely dating.
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due east from here and about three o'clock herd them due west,
and so far have been fortunate enough to get home safely.
Yesterday was one of the worst days we have had since I have
been out here. It started to rain early in the morning and continued until noon, when it started to hail, and before I got home it
was snowing a little. But today has been simply lovely. I have
been without my coat all day but had it tied on behind the saddle
in case I should need it. It has been right cold up here the past
week. There [have] been three or four skins of ice on the creek,
but after ten or eleven o'clock it gets warm and stays that way till
nearly sundown, when it gets cold again.
. . . Last Wednesday, while out with my sheep, I came upon
Ernest Jones," who is also herding for a man named Rohertson,
His camp is only about three miles from this ranch. It seems to me
that he is more crippled than ever.
He has three horses of his own, all "broncs," and wants to sell
me one that he got from some Indians. The first time that he got
on her, she ran away with him and threw him into the creek and
came near drowning him. He wants thirty dollars for her, but I
don't think that I want her at any price. She is the wildest looking
animal I ever saw. I have a very good pony of McMahon's that I
herd on. She is a little old and slow but can get over right smart
ground if you use the spurs quite freely, which I never fail to do.
Tomorrow I am going up to the store to get a few more provisions, as my supply is running quite slim. Tell Nan [Bowie's sister]
that when I come home that if the cook is sick, she need not
worry, for by that time I will be a past master in the cooking line,
and that I will be able to fill her place. You just ought to see the
house in which I am living. It would nearly kill you. It is about
thirty-five or forty feet long and about eighteen wide. It is
divided into two rooms, one that I do my cooking and washing in
(you know that I have to wash my own clothes), and the other I
sleep in. The bed in which I sleep tops it all. It is just a trifle over
one and one half feet tall, and the mattress is stuffed with straw.
The pillows are stuffed with the same, and for the pillow[cases] I
have two ordinary corn sacks, I have to put my overcoat over
them to keep them from punching my eyes out; but after one has
been out all day and is tired and hungry, when he gets in it
11. Ernest Jones, an old Rockville acquaintance of Bowie's, had originally come
west to help his brother John Wallace Jones herd sheep on his ranch on tbe north
fork of the Bad River. See Pioneers of the Open Range, pp. 162-64.
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doesn't matter much what he lays his head upon. I sleep just as
soundly and as comfortably as if I was sleeping in the best bed in
the world....
How is everybody at home? I suppose Jule's [Bowie's sister
Julia's] boy is saying anything it wants by now. How is Uncle Nep
[Bowie's uncle] getting on? Tell him that he ought to be out here
to shoot prairie chickens. There are lots and lots of them here.
They are a good deal larger than our pheasants and fly like the
wind. Tell George and little Vinson'" that I saw a jack rabbitt [sic\
nearly as big as they are. Had a fine chase out of him. While eating breakfast the other morning, I happened to see one go under
the wood pile. I got up and called the greyhound that is here, and
went out and started him across the prairie, but could not catch
him. I really think that when he got fully straightened out, he was
jumping twenty feet at a jump. I never saw anything run so in all
my life. Well, I must close now for I think that I have told you all
of what's happened around here. With lots of love to all, I am
Your devoted brother,
R.B. Vinson

Smith

Oct. 22nd, [19]03

My dear Mame [Bowie's sister Mary],
I wonder what you are all doing with yourselves tonight. I suppose it is the same old thing, you and Fannie [Bowie's niece] having a battle royal over her lessons, and George and Vinson seeing
which can make the most noise. Today I got a letter from the
"Boss" [McMahon] saying that he expected to leave Pierre the
last of this week or the first of next. He has been gone nearly
three weeks now and I tell you it gets pretty lonely here after
supper. I generally go to bed between eight and half-past. I find
that it is the easiest and quickest way of passing the night
12. George and little Vinson, along with Fannie in the next letter, are the children of Bowie's sister Mary ("Mamie"), who married Judge Edward Peter.
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Today the L-7 round-up wagon" came through here and they
had a bunch of nearly fifteen thousand cattle going to take them
to Pierre and ship them on to Chicago. There were eleven cowboys with them and they took dinner here. As luck would have it,
they only wanted the use of my stove and table, as they had their
own provisions. It was a good thing for me that they did, as I have
only about one half a slab of bacon and two or three cans each of
corn and tomatoes in the house, and that would just about have
gone half way round,
I told one of them that if he saw McMahon in Pierre to tell him
not to forget to bring out something to eat, as I was getting down
very close to pan rock, I expect that I will have to go up to the
store and get a few things to last until Hughy comes.
Last Sunday I rode nearly fifty miles on horseback looking for
my shepherd dog, I went to four ranches and found him of course
at the last one. The man that lives on the place where I found him
is named Putman, and he did not want to give him up a bit, I told
13. L bar 7 was one of the brands of the well-known James ("Scotty") Philip, who
had started his ranching operations on the Bad River near the town of Philip, which
was named after him. By 1903, his main ranch was located north of Fort Pierre. His
nephew George Philip writes, "In the spring of the years 1900,1901,1902 and 1903,
Scotty shipped in many thousands of Southern cattle to the 'west of the river'
ranges, and, in addition, he acquired a number of brands of local native cattle by
purchase from the owners" (George Philip, "James (Scotty) Philip, 1858-1911,"
South Dakota Historical Review 1, no. 1 [Oct, 1935]: 33). Scotty Philip is perhaps
best known for his preservation of one of the last herds of buffalo. See ibid., pp.
35-38.

RouTidup wagons, similar to those of the L bar 7,
were a common sight in Stanley County in the early 1900s,
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him that I could not let him have it, as it was not mine, and even if
it was mine, I could not get along without him.
After talking with him for about a half an hour, he said that I
might just as well go on home, as I was not going to get him. I told
him that I did not come there to have any trouble, but if I did not
get the dog, it would be because he was a better man than I am,
and that I did not think so. I got off my horse and tied him and
went in the yard and around to the back door and called Shep. He
came and I took the rope off of my saddle and tied him with it.
As I came around the house, I saw the man in one of the rooms
looking out of the window at me. As I got on my horse, he opened
the door and hollered that he would steal him anyway, and I
hollered back that if I caught him anywhere near the ranch, I
would fill him so full of lead that he would not be able to carry the
load home with him; but I don't think that I need worry about it,
as the people say that he is the biggest coward that ever lived.
How is everybody at home? Ask Will why has he not written to
his big brother yet, and I might also ask the same of one of my
sisters. Tell Julia that I received her letter and that I will answer
it soon, but do not promise to answer all of the questions. Also tell
her that if she can get Mary Clark's address, that I would like to
have it. Tell Fan to write me soon, and that I will answer it by
return mail. Well, I must close now for I believe I have told you all
the happenings for the present. With lots of love to each and
every one of you,
I am your devoted brother,
Bowie
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Smith, [Oct.] 28th,

My dear Nan,
I received your letter yesterday and was very much surprised
to hear of Dr. [Edward] Stonestreet's death. Well, McMahon got
home last Friday and I have been playing sort of nurse ever since.
The doctor in Pierre told him that he had burst one of his ear
drums and that the other was pretty badly cracked, so every
morning and night I have to drop some kind of a liquid in both
ears, a job that I can't say that I am dead stuck on, as it has to be
done before he eats. I think it is the worst smelling stuff I ever
smelt and I swear sometimes it nearly takes away your appetite
for breakfast.
I wish you could see him when he goes to bed at night. He
comes out in the room we eat in and draws his chair up to the fire
and undresses. Throws everything on the floor and then puts his
feet in the oven to warm them. When he gets them warm, he gets
a saucer which has in it coal oil, turpentine, and lard, which he
melts, and rubs the back of his head and ears. He then ties a piece
of red flannel around his head that is big enough for a quilt, and
goes to b e d , . . . "
, . . We have had the best weather with the exception of two or
three days that I ever saw since I came out here. It is right cold
early in the morning and along about sundown, but in the middle
of the day it is fine. The coldest it has been yet was fifteen below
freezing, but it did not seem very cold to me
Well, I must
close now as it is about time for me to turn in. With love to all, and
tell some of them to write soon, I am
Your devoted brother,
Bowie
14. Like the letter of the seventeenth, this letter is actually dated "Febry 28th
03," but again the content of the letter clearly indicates that an October dating is
more correct, for the information chronologically follows the 22 October 1903 letter. In addition. Dr. Edward Stonestreet, a Rockville physician whose death is mentioned in the first paragraph, died on 9 October 1903, making it impossible for
Bowie to have heard of his death on 28 February 1903, but very possible that he
had gotten the news by 28 October.
15. A page of the letter appears to be missing at this point.
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Sunday, Nov. 8th, [19]03
Dear Nan,
Doubtless you will be as much surprised as I am to know that I
am coming home. This evening when I came back from a Mr.
Huitle's, where I had carried a bunch of sheep, Mr, McMahon told
me that he would have nothing for me to do after my month was
up. He says that he is tired of doing his own cooking, and that he
has hired a man with a wife to come and work for him; the man to
do the herding and the woman the cooking and washing, so of
course there is nothing for me to do.
He says that he will loan me a horse and saddle and that I can
go around to some of the ranches and see if any of them want a
hand, but he thinks that it being so late in the season, that everybody has a man for the winter. Anyhow I am going to start tomorrow morning and see if I can find anything to do. If you do not
hear from me before the latter part of the month, you may know
that I am coming home. If I find a place, I will write just as soon as
I get it. You need not write anymore after you get this, as I will be
either coming home or else will have changed my P.O.
address
. , . How are you all at home? Have you done anything about the
ice house yet? What makes me think of it is that it is getting so
cold up here. The thermometer has been down to five above zero.
This morning was as pretty and mild as a spring one, but this evening the wind is blowing nearly a hurricane, and it is getting
colder every minute. Well, I must stop now as it is getting late
and I am right tired. With lots of love to all, I am
Your devoted brother Bowie

P.S. I forgot to tell you that Wallace Jones" was thrown from his
horse about two weeks ago and broke his leg.
16. John Wallace Jones, the brother of Ernest Jones, was an early settler and
prosperous sheep rancher of west central South Dakota. He had left Maryland to
settle in South Dakota in 1893. In 1906 and 1907, he sold his sheep and began to
raise cattle. See Pioneers of the Open Range, pp. 162-64.
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Rapid City, S.D., Dec. 17th, 1903

Dear Nan,
I just have time to drop you a few lines to let you know that I
have at last succeeded in getting a place on a ranch. I leave tomorrow morning at six o'clock and go by stage to a place called Crestón," which is the P.O., and then have two miles further to go on
foot before I reach my destination. The man that I am going to
work for is named E. J. Farlow. He is a doctor by profession, but
says that there is more money in the ranch than in practicing
medicine, as there is rarely anyone sick out in this country. I will
write you a long letter when I get out and tell you all about the
work. With love to all, I am
Your loving brother,
R.B.V.
My address: R.B.V., Crestón P.O., c/o E.J. Farlow, S.D.

Crestón, Dec. 23rd, [19]03
Dear Old Buck [Julia],
As I am all alone tonight, I know of no better way of spending
part of it than to have a nice long chat with you. I got here last
Monday about noon, and like the place very much. As you know, I
am working for Dr. Farlow who lives in Rapid City, and who very
rarely comes out to the ranch. He has an overseer here by the
name of Godfrey, a young fellow just twenty, who owns half interest in the sheep. He does the herding and I do all the chores (is
that the way to spell it?) about the ranch.
We get up at five in the morning and have breakfast by a little
after six. After breakfast I put the saddle on the horse and go out
and find the work horses (three in number) and bring up two
17. Crestón was located in eastern Pennington County, southeast of Farmingdale
and northwest of Scenic.
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cows, I have to milk and when that is over, it is light enough there
for to harness up the team and go after wood, I only make two
loads a day and get in about three o'clock. Then I have the
chickens to feed, milk the cows again, and then get supper, so you
see I have a snap. We have pretty good eating, even if I do cook it
myself. We have plenty of fresh pork, splendid beef (both of which
we raise here at the ranch), and potatoes, and all the canned stuff
such as corn, tomatoes, etc.
Day after tomorrow Mrs. Farlow and daughter [Leola] are coming down to spend a few days. The daughter has taken up a claim
and has to come out and live on it about once a month so that she
will be able to prove up on it. I hope the old lady knows how to
make bread, for we have biscuits all the time as neither of us
knows how to make light bread.
The house has four nice rooms in it, and a pump is right at the
kitchen door, I am only about two miles from the store and P,0,
We went over to Crestón last night to get the mail, as the mail
comes in on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and also to get a
few other things, Godfrey had to get himself a white shirt and a
collar, as he was getting ready for the dance tonight at some
Joneses about twenty-five miles from here. I told him that I
would herd today and tomorrow so that he could go. He will be
home tomorrow about noon.
Tomorrow night we are both going out to Crestón to a dance
that is to take place in the school house. Last night over at the
store they got to discussing the music, and they have decided to
have three pieces —a violin, banjo, and an organ. Can you imagine
what the music will be like? Anyway, I will tell you all about it
when I write again.
Well, I suppose you are all very busy tonight fixing the stockings for the children. Is Thomas [Julia's son] to have a stocking
this year? I would have loved dearly to have sent some little remembrance to the children, but out in this God forsaken country,
that is impossible. Tell them all that I have been thinking about
them and know that "Santa Claus" will bring them lots of nice
things.
How are all the people? It has been so long smce I have had a
line from anyone that sometimes I feel like quitting the job and
going back to old Rockville, to see if you are all in the land of the
living. How is Uncle Nep and Aunt Mary? Tell the former that the
very next letter that I write shall be to him.
Next week I have got to fill the ice house. We are right on the
banks of the Chienne [Cheyenne River] and it is frozen over as
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hard as a rock. The ice is nearly a foot thick. Tell Fan that she
ought to be out here, as she could skate there as much as she
pleased. The river is about a quarter of a mile wide here and the
ice is as smooth as glass. We have no bridge here and go over on
the ice in a two-horse wagon. I have to cross it four times a day
after wood and I tell you, I always feel a good deal safer when I
get across and strike terra firma again.
Yesterday I caught two rabbitts [sic] and we had them both for
breakfast this morning. One I ran into a brush pile and the other I
caught in the stable. They went pretty good this morning, I can
tell you. I met a fellow in Rapid [City] last week who knew
Maurice Williams" well. Said that he had the best wife in the
"Bad Lands" and that she [had] the worst husband. From all accounts Maurice must be going to the bad at a very merry clip.
Why did you not tell me in your last letter that one of the
guests at the dinner you gave to the young lady staying at Capt.
[James] Anderson's [Julia's brother-in-law] did not arrive until
one day after the feast? You see, even out in the country I find out
a thing or two. In my last letter to you I think that I answered
nearly all of your questions, so be sure to answer this one.
Tonight it is snowing hard with every prospect of its keeping it
up all night. The weather for the last week has been fine,
although pretty cold. The lowest since I have been here was two
degrees below zero. While I was in Rapid, it was seven below and
the snow nearly eighteen inches deep. Sometime next week, I am
going back to Rapid to get a load of sawdust to pack the ice that I
am going to cut.
Whom do you think that I had a letter from just before I left
McMahon's? Frank Welsh [a Rockville acquaintance]. Wanted to
know if I needed a man to help herd sheep, he would come. Wrote
me about ten pages, and told me all the news.
Say, can you scrape up some old book to read? If so, please send
me some, as the evenings are very long and there is nothing in
the house to read. If you send them, send them to Rapid City, and
I will get the mail carrier to bring them out for me. You have to
send them there, as that is the nearest railroad station. I guess
after you finish this, you will think from the writing that I am just
getting off on a little Christmas or that I am just getting over one,
18 Richard Maurice Williams was yet another Rockville acquaintance of Bowie's
who had come to South Dakota to settle. He was the cousin of John Wallace Jones.
See Praine Progress in West Central South Dakota. 196S (n.p.: Historical Society
of Old Stanley County, [1968]), pp. 284-85.

Copyright © 1982 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

136

South Dakota History

but that is not the case. It is the fault of the pen. Well, I must stop
now. With lots of love to all and wishing all a very merry Xmas, I
am
Your loving brother,
Bowie

Crestón

Febry. 17th, 1904

Dear Will,
I have only time for a few lines before I go to bed, so will have
to make it up in my next. I wish you would see Eddie" and get
him to make out a new note and send it on to me to sign. I will
send it back with the account of interest due, so that he can take
up the old one. Of course I have not made quite enough out here
to take it up, so will have to have it reviewed for six months
longer. Also ask him how often do I draw my interest on my share
of the estate.
Have you written to me since you got my last letter? I got a letter from Nan not long ago asking me if I got your letter as there
was something important in it. The last letter that I have had
from you was dated Jany. 17th. Have you written any since then?
The weather has been the coldest out here that you ever felt. One
day last week it was twenty-four below zero. Well, I must close
now as the fire has gone out and the room is as cold as an iceberg.
With love to all.
Lovingly,
Bowie
19. Eddie is Judge Edward Peter, the husband of Bowie's sister Mary and the executor of Judge Vinson's will.
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Hotel Harney, E. S. Pew, Manager
Rapid City, S. Dak. [ca. March 1904]
Pear Will]«
. . . that night and can't say whether I lost it or it was stolen.
Just about two weeks before the doctor [Farlow] and I fell out, I
bought a horse and saddle for seventy-five dollars, so you see a
hundred and twenty-three dollars makes quite a big hole in one's
savings; and just at the present writing have only twenty-one
dollars in [the] bank which has got to run me until my interest is
due, which, thank goodness, is no later than April 3.1 have just
written to Ed telling him I will send check for two hundred,
$175.00 to go on the note and twenty-five for you. Will try and
square it up with you when I get another job. Do not mention this
to the family, as I don't want them to know anything about it.
Will, the weather out here has been fine during this month.
Every day I see lots of men going fishing. The only fish they catch
are the mountain trout. Tell [Albert] "Fily" Almoney [a Rockville
friend] that one man yesterday caught twenty-nine, all nearly
eighteen inches long. I have not tried my luck yet, as I have been
too busy looking for work. Tonight there is a big theatrical troupe
in the hotel, and at the supper table you never heard such a noise
as they made. They are to be here the balance of this week, but I
hardly think that I shall go to see them, as $1.50 is a little too
much to pay for the shows out in this country.
A man while I am writing this has just asked me if I am looking
for work. Said that he had about six hundred acres he wanted
fenced but he wanted it all done by contract work, and as I
haven't the slightest idea how much it would cost, can't see how I
can take the job.
Old fellow, I am afraid that your arithmetic has been sadly neglected, for instead of my owing you any letters, I find that you
owe me at least two if not three. Well, will have to close now as it
is getting quite late. Will write just as soon as I find something to
do.
With love to all,
Bowie
20. The first page of this letter is missing, but it was evidently addressed to Will.
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Crestón, March 20th, [19]04

My dear Nan,
Would you believe that it has been just six months from this
very day since I left old Rockville. Although the time has gone
quickly, yet it seems to me a good deal longer than six months
since I have seen a familiar face. Today is the first Sunday that I
have not had to work since I came west. When I hired to the man
that I am working for [a Mr, Ehrler] I hired only on the condition
that I was to have Sundays off. Today I got up for breakfast and
when that was over, came back to the bunk house and slept all the
morning. Last week I think that I put in the hardest week's work
that I have ever done. I am cleaning up a piece of new ground, getting it ready to put in hay and the work has been pretty near all
grubbing. When I came in, I was so tired that immediately after
supper I went to bed.
We get up here every morning at five o'clock and have
breakfast at six sharp. Dinner at twelve and supper at six. Mrs,
Ehrler is a fine cook, and honestly I believe that I have gained
nearly a pound a day since I have been here. Today the . . , " of the
bread in my mouth when it turned out to be cake. We have some
kind of dessert nearly every day. Sometimes it's pie, sometimes
cake, and the other day we had baked custard. Last summer she
put up some wild plums and I don't think that I ever tasted any
preserves as good in my life.
Well, I saw by the county papers the marriage of Garner Bouic
[a Rockville lawyer], I wonder what the poor girl could have been
thinking about anyway. I wonder will he bring her on to Rockville.^' If I were you I would make Charles [a family employee] cut
21. Something appears to be missing in this sentence. The first part of it occurs
as the last words on a page of the letter. When starting the next sheet of paper,
Bowie may have lost track of his thought; or, a whole page could be missing,
22. Garner Bouic was a young Rockville lawyer who, like Bowie, was considered
wild, and whose father, like Bowie's, sent him west, because of gambling debts.
Bouic's subsequent career was longer and more successful than Bowie's. Garner
settled in Hot Springs, Arkansas, where he married the daughter of a local politician and later held the position of state's attorney for four terms. Personal recollection of William V. Bouic, Rockville, Maryland, nephew of Garner Bouic. Bowie, for
some understandable human reasons, seems almost eager to comment on or spread
gossip concerning the supposed misconduct of other Rockville men in the West,
Other examples of this tendency occur in the 23 Dec, 1903 and 26 June 1904 letters
in which he transmits the local gossip about Maurice Williams,
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the limbs off the trees right away, for if you put it off any longer,
the sap will be coming up and then it will be too late. About the
raspberries, they won't need anything done to them except to
stake them and tie them up. How is the weather down there now?
Out here it is fine; have been working in my shirt sleeves all the
week, but at night it gets right cold. Well, I must close now as it is
getting late. With love to all.
Lovingly,
Bowie
P.S. Just address your next to Crestón and I will get it. I have not
heard anything from Harpers yet.''

Crestón

June 26th, 1904

Dear Nan,
I found your letter waiting for me when I got back from Rapid
where I had been with a load of wool. It took us nearly a week to
go up, as the roads were something awful and I think that it rained every day that we were gone. Of course we had to sleep out
with nothing but our tarpaulines over us, and of course we could
not help getting wet, but as we were wet all day, a little more at
night didn't count. We have one more trip to make, but don't
know exactly when we will start, but I guess either tomorrow or
Tuesday.
We have had some of the severest storms during this month
that you ever saw. The other day I think that we must have had a
cloud burst, for the rain just came down in sheets. You could not
see a foot in front of you and the lightning was something terrible. It struck a tree on the place and killed three fine work horses
that were standing under it.
Well, so you have nearly decided to come out to St. Louis [for
the Saint Louis World's Fair], have you? If you do come, I am sure
23. Bowie had evidently subscribed to Harper's Weekly, or one of the family
members had subscribed for him.
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you will never regret the trip, even if you have to come out alone.
Can't you persuade Mame to let Fan come with you? Tell her I say
that it is a downright shame if she does not let her come.
I am glad that September suits you, for I could hardly have gotten off before then, as I have promised to work here until the
tenth of that month, and then I want to get to St. Louis by the fifteenth; but as yet I hardly know the exact date, for it all depends
when we will ship the lambs. If there is anyone else going there
this summer from home, you could find out from them where
would be a good place to stop. I guess before the summer is over,
Tom [Bowie's older brother] will get out there too. I promise that
if you come that I will not leave you for a minute while you are
there. Will that do for your Ladyship?
Well, we are all making big preparations for the Fourth of July
out here. We are going to have a little bit of everything that day;
Rose Ball, athletic games and wind up with a dance. I do not expect to go over until night, as I will not be able to leave my sheep.
I have left the place that I had been working at and started in
with this man [Frank Hart] in the first of this month." I have a
nice place and his wife is a fine cook. She is a sister to Ehrler's
wife, but I don't think that she is quite as good a cook....
Tell Will that I will write him a long letter sometime next
week, although he owes me two or three. On next Wednesday Mr.
Hart and his wife are going up into Wyoming to spend a couple of
weeks with his family, so I will be here all by my "lonesome" then
and will have plenty of time to write....
About two weeks ago I met Ramsey Watkins''' out here and
spent the night with him. He is working for the Johnson Brothers
down at Interior and is only a couple of miles from where Maurice
Williams lives. Says that Maurice has completely gone to the
dogs and that there is a good deal of talk of his being sold out, but
he did not know how true it was.'''
24. A ranch owned by Frank Hart was located about three miles west of Scenic.
5ee Eastern Pennington County Memories (Wall, S.Dak.: American Legion Auxiliary, Carrol McDonald Unit, n.d.), p. 197.
25. Watkins is still another Maryland immigrant to the West.
26. Bowie's informant about Maurice Williams was too pessimistic. Williams did
indeed sell out his holdings near Interior, but he used the proceeds to buy a general
store near Philip on the Bad River. In 1907, he moved to Philip and started the
R. M. Williams Pioneer Store, which he ran successfully until 1944. See Prairie
Progress, p. 285. About a month before his death, Bowie finally ran into Maurice
Williams himself and spent a few weeks with him. The meeting apparently corrected Bowie's misinformation regarding Williams. R. Maurice Williams to R. W.
Vinson, 31 Jan. 1905, Judge Thomas M. Anderson Collection, Rockville, Maryland.
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I have been getting the papers pretty regularly but missed last
week. I would like to see the place now, for I know it must look
lovely. We have a very good garden out here. Have had peas,
onions, and radishes so far, and I think by the middle of next
month will have new potatoes. How is your garden coming along?
I guess I will have to stop now as it is getting quite late and when
one has to get up every morning a little before four, it does not
pay to stay up too late. With lots of love to all and write soon to
your big brother.
Boots

Crestón

Sept. 8th, 1904

Dear Will,
Your nice long letter was handed to me today by Mrs. Hart, and
I am more than obliged to you for attending to that note. I hope
that some time in October that I will be able to cancel it. Today I
took dinner with Mrs. Hart. Frank came out this morning and
took charge of the sheep while I went over to the house to fix up
some shirts and collars that I wanted to send to Rapid to have
laundried [sic] so that I will have them when I start for St. Louis. I
leave one week from tonight. Can't you by "hook or crook" get a
clerk to stay for a couple of weeks and come out and join me? I
will guarantee you the best time that you have ever had if you
will only come.
Just to think that in less than two weeks' time I will have been
away from home a year. I can hardly realize it, yet when I look
back it seems to me ages since I have seen a familiar face. Well,
thank goodness it won't be so very much longer before I will be
coming home. I am coming back to Frank's after my St. Louis trip
and will be with him until the first of the year, and I'll promise
you that there will not be a train that runs out of Rapid City that
can go too fast for me. I think that I shall take the first one out,
even if it is a freight.
Today was the first time that I have been inside of a house
since the middle of July. It seemed kind of funny to sit at a table
once more, and I guess Mrs. H. thought that I had not seen food
since I have been out in the "Bad Lands" from the amount of din-
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Sheepherders pose with their flocks on
the edge of the Badlands near Interior.

ner I ate. We had fried chicken (the first that I had seen since I
left Rockville), corn, tomatoes, and potatoes, and I honestly
believed that I must have eaten a whole chicken, to say nothing
about the vegetables. But when one has had nothing but bacon
and canned stuff for nearly two months, you can well imagine how
much the other was appreciated. My larder out here is as bare as
Mother Hubbard's cupboard ever was. I have only a few potatoes
left. Not much to look forward to for tomorrow's breakfast, is it?
But Frank is going to the store tonight and bring me over a good
supply some time tomorrow. I know that he will get a lot of everything that can be bought at Crestón, for he is going to herd the
sheep while I am gone. I told him today that when I got into St. L.
and was eating a fine dinner with "something cold" to wash it
down with, that I would think of him out in the Bad Lands doing
his own cooking and pity him.
I got a letter today from Jack Higgins [a Hockville friend]. He
says that he is going out on the 10th of the month and expects to
stay a week. I will hardly see him, for I do not get there until Friday night and he expects to leave the next day. Tell Nan that I
also got her letter and will answer it if possible before I start or if
I haven't the time, just as soon as I get to St. L. I got six letters
today, more than I have gotten in the last six weeks.
The weather still continues hot, but in the evenings and early
mornings it is quite cool. I sleep under three pretty heavy
blankets and I don't find them a bit too warm. Today two large
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flocks of geese passed over going south, so I judge by that that
the summer's about gone
Well, will have to stop for there has
been nothing exciting going on out here for me to write about.
Better make up your mind just as soon as you get this and come
out and join me at the Fair,
With love to all,
Bowie

Rockville, Md,

October 6th, 1904

Postmaster
Crestón, S. Dakota
My dear Sir:
Can you give me any information about the whereabouts of R,
Bowie Vinson whose post office address has been Crestón, He
worked for a Mr. Ehrler at one time. We haven't heard from
Bowie for several weeks and feel anxious."' An immediate reply
to this inquiry will be highly appreciated.
Yours very truly,
Thomas Vinson
Rockville, Md,
[On the back of this note is the postmaster's reply:]
Crestón, S,D, 10/13/04
Thos. Vinson, Esq,
Dear Sir:
27, Despite his own desire for mail, Bowie was apparently something less than
scrupulous about keeping his family informed of his whereabouts.
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Yours received, contents noted. I had a letter from Bowie a few
days ago desiring his mail forwarded to Smith P.O., So. Dak.
Very respectfully,
Robert B. Lees, P.M.

Smith Oct. 28th, 1904
Dear Fanny,
I have at last gotten your address, having heard from Nan a
few days ago telling me that you left home on Sept. 28th.'' How
do you like your new surroundings? I guess you find it quite different from what you have been accustomed to, don't you? Are
there many girls there, and have you made any nice friends?
What days do you have holiday and do they allow you to come into Baltimore?
When I start from home I will stop over in Baltimore and come
out to see you if they allow visitors. Well, I did not get out to the
St. Louis Fair after all. I started to go around the middle of last
month, but when I got up in Rapid City, I found that the man that
I first started to work for [Hugh McMahon] said he wanted me to
work again for him this winter. I gave up my trip and came out
here with him. I guess I will be here until the middle of February
when I will start for home.
About three weeks ago I went over on Bad River and got a big
bunch of sheep and started for home with them, but only got
about half of the way when night came on and I had to spend the
night out on the prairie with nothing over me but my saddle
blanket and my saddle for a pillow. Consequently I took the worst
cold that I ever had. For three or four days could not speak above
a whisper, but now, thank goodness, I am about over it. I have
been putting up new sheep sheds for the last two weeks and have
about got them done. The other day while coming from the Post
28. Fanny, Bowie's niece, had been sent to boarding school near Baltimore.
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Office, [my horse] stepped into a prairie dog hole [and broke] his
leg just above the ankle...."

A little more than two months after this 28 October letter to
his niece Fanny and shortly before he was scheduled to leave for
his long-anticipated trip home, Bowie was killed in an accident.
Bowie had apparently finished working with Hugh McMahon and
had been spending the Christmas holidays in Rapid City. On 7
January, he started out in a rented buggy for Frank Hart's ranch
near Scenic, and reports of the accident suggest that he fell out of
the buggy while crossing a culvert about thirty miles east of
Rapid City. His foot caught in the buggy wheel, and he was
dragged for some distance, although the fall had probably broken
his neck.'° Buggy accidents appear to have been as common in
1905 as car accidents are today, for the front pages of the Rapid
City Daily Journal for January and February 1905 are full of similar reports of fatal and near fatal buggy accidents. Dr. E. J. Farlow, one of Bowie's old employers, and his family had had a serious mishap en route to Crestón only four days before Bowie's
fatal trip,"
While Bowie Vinson's time in the West was short, his life on
the sheep ranches of western South Dakota was probably typical
of the life of the itinerant worker of the time. He traveled
throughout the region, spent his hard-earned dollars in the watering holes of Rapid City, and had a nodding acquaintance with
many oldtime ranchers and cowboys. Any life that ends so
abruptly, however, has a tragic quality to it, and Bowie's is no exception. For his family back in Maryland, his death was hard to
understand, and friends advertised in the Rapid City Daily Journal for particulars concerning the accident.^'' Bowie's friends
29. The rest of this final letter is missing.
30. Rapid City Daily Journal, S Jan. 1905; Montgomery County Sentinel
(Rockvüle, Md.), 20 Jan. 1905; R. Maurice Williams to R. W. Vinson, 31 Jan. 1905,
Anderson Collection.
31. Rapid City Daily Journal, 5 Jan. 1905.
32. Ibid., 15 Jan. 1905.
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Maurice Williams and John Wallace Jones wrote to the family,
expressing their sympathy and sharing their last conversations
with Bowie. According to Williams, Bowie had been planning to
go "into business for himself in order to do "the work his abilities would have permitted."'' Jones provided an even more
appealing epitaph for the "rather wild" young man that Judge
Vinson had sent to the West. "Bowie," Jones said, "had changed a
great deal since he came west; as a boy he was big-hearted, and
out here, he had retained that feature and adapted himself to the
ways of the country, and was at home at any place and under any
conditions, and he liked the western way of living, where every
man is judged on his own merits, and the man who can be equal to
any occasion goes out here."'*
33. WUliams to R. W. Vinson, 31 Jan. 1905.
34. J. W. Jones to Will Vinson, 31 Jan. 1905, Anderson CoUection.
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