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Like most American women during the nineteenth century and
the early decades of the twentieth, farm women had little control
over their own destinies. The form and quality of their lives were
shaped to a large degree by a complex of political, economic, and
social factors that buffeted them from all sides. There were, how-
ever, three dominant influences that affected farm women with a
relatively high degree of consistency. These were the particular
character of the area in which the women lived, the similar
nature of farm women's tasks from region to region, and the con-
tinuity of their tasks and concerns from the early years of the
nineteenth century well into the twentieth. The impact of these
influences upon South Dakota women will be examined here be-
tween the time of initial settlement of the region in the late 1850s
and the mid-1930s when the Great Depression, industrialization,
and modernization were reshaping not only the urban areas of
the country but the rural sections as well.

Because early Dakota settlers did in fact live in a distinctive
part of the country, it is not surprising to discover that their his-
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tory differed markedly from that of even their near neighbors.
Although white squatters began pushing across the Mississippi
River as early as 1828 in an effort to displace the Indian inhabit-
ants of the Iowa region, it was not until fully thirty years later
that the same phenomenon occurred along the Missouri River. In
1858, initial attempts at white settlement on the Dakota side of
the Missouri River pressured the United States government into
negotiating the Yankton Treaty, Like the Black Hawk Treaty of
1832, it was widely misunderstood and Indian resistance to it was
rife, yet it eventually opened the Dakotas to settlers just as the
earlier treaty had opened Iowa.

When Dakota Territory was formed in 1861, however, the area
did not experience the land rush that Iowa had during the 1840s.
Not only had the boom of the fifties played itself out, but the Civil
War was radically altering the political and economic situation of
many Americans. So, while Iowa was well along in its own fron-
tier period, achieving statehood in 1846 and destined by 1870 to
have the population that the United States Census Bureau con-
sidered necessary to declare a frontier district closed, the
Dakotas were just entering their own frontier period in the early
1860s. Clearly, the history of this region would be dissimilar to
that of its immediate predecessors since it was influenced by a
different set of historical factors during the initial stage of its de-
velopment.

Key in these factors was the Homestead Act, passed by the
Congress of the United States in 1862. Offering a person a free
quarter section of land on condition that he or she survived on
that land for a period of five years, the Homestead Act inadver-
tently fostered a kind of tenuousness on the part of many settlers
in the Dakotas. Author and Dakota settler Laura Ingalls Wilder
described the homestead venture as a huge gamble, "The govern-
ment bets a man a quarter-section of land, that he can't stay on it
five years without starving to death," she explained to a friend.'
As a result of the homestead wager, the claim shack and talk of
"proving up" were dominant elements of early settlement in the
Dakotas, while discussions of whether or not it would be wise to
abandon the entire adventure contributed a pervasive feeling of
temporariness to frontier society in the region.

Aggravating this situation was the fact that the Dakotas were
not particularly alluring to settlers. Historian Everett Dick

1. Laura Ingalls Wilder, These Happy Golden Years (New York: Harper &
Bros., 1943), p. 119.
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observed that four aspects of the plains region in general made it
less than attractive: "the perpetual winds, the absence of water,
the terrific heat, and the absence of trees." He also noted a fifth
factor that was especially severe in the Dakotas, the "deadening
cold."^ Prospective migrants were further discouraged during
the 1860s by drought, grasshopper invasions, and continuing
problems with the original inhabitants. These conditions were
then exacerbated by the crude methods of cultivation employed
by the early settlers, as well as by their lack of knowledge regard-
ing appropriate crops for the area.' The result, according to histo-
rian Mary Hargreaves, was that during a good part of the nine-
teenth century, the Dakotas were written off by most Americans
as simply part of the Great American Desert, an inhospitable
place for both people and crops.*

Consequently, the strong commitment to the land that charac-
terized settlers in richer areas such as Iowa did not generally
exist in the Dakotas. Few stories were told of advance scouts
carefully searching out quality land or of people arriving with
money sewn into their clothing to purchase their farmsteads.
Rather, when settlement of the Dakotas did begin in earnest
after 1870, the tales that emanated from the region concerned
land rushes and lotteries, unlawful possession of as many as five
and six claims, formation of homestead associations and other col-
onization schemes, elaborate propagandizing of potential mi-
grants, rushes into newly opened lands such as the Rosebud
Indian Reservation, and the regular mounting of claim shanties,
and even outhouses, on wheels to move them to what promised to
be better claims.*

The tension created by such transience and mobility affected
most settlers, but it wore on women in particular gender-associ-
ated ways. Encouraged by nineteenth-century society to value
permanence and domestic order, female settlers were often dis-

2. Everett Dick, The Sod-House Frontier: A Social History of the Northern
Plains from the Creation of Kansas & Nebraska to the Admission of the Dakotas
(New York: D. Appleton-Century Co., 1937), p. 233.

3. Harold E. Briggs, "The Settlement and Development of the Territory of
Dakota, 1860-70," North Dakota Historical Quarterly 7 (Jan./Apr. 1933): 116, 118,
124-25.

4. Mary W. M. Hargreaves, Dry Farming in the Northern Great Plains (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1957), pp. 25-30. See also Briggs, "Settle-
ment and Development," p. 127.

5. Briggs, "Settlement and Development," pp. 129-39; Dick, Sod-House Fron-
tier, p. 128; and Edith Eudora Kohl, Land of the Burnt Thigh {New York: Funk &
Wagnalls Co., 1938), pp. 88, 92, 94, 144 45.
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concerted by the instability of their new environment. Because
life was suddenly so changeable and unreliable, they discovered
to their dismay that they had little time or energy to devote to
the maintenance of traditional female values and lifestyles.

In addition, there was even more pressure upon farm women
than was usual on other agrarian frontiers to aid in proving that
people could endure and perhaps prosper on a plains farmstead.
Wilder wrote that she, like so many women, felt a pressing need
to help demonstrate that "farming was as good as any other busi-
ness."' Thus, women were expected to contribute to family sur-
vival in every way possible, including living on an isolated claim

A woman poses with her two well-dressed children in front of
a sod claim shanty. The large dogs may represent both company

and protection for this isolated young farm woman.

alone with their children for months on end to hold it while their
husbands worked elsewhere to raise the necessary capital for
seed and equipment.^ One Dakota woman succinctly summarized
the demands placed upon women in this area of the plains:

I bad lived on a homestead long enough to learn some fundamental
things: tbat while a woman had more independence bere than in any
other part of the world, sbe was expected to contribute as much as a man

6. Laura Ingalls Wilder, The First Four Years (New York: Harper & Row,
1971). p. 17.

7. Wilder, These Happy Golden Years, pp. 114-22.
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— not in the same way, it is true, but to tbe same degree; tbat people who
fought the frontier had to be prepared to meet any emergency; that the
person who wasn't willing to try anything once wasn't equipped to be a
settler.'

It is to their credit that generations of wives, daughters, and
sisters met this challenge by becoming economic partners with
their menfolk in securing homesteads for their familie«.

A notable feature of the agrarian heritage of the plains, how-
ever, is that many single women also seized the opportunity to
gain a free homestead. Although single women frequently mi-
grated to frontier areas as teachers, missionaries, laborers, and
potential wives, these unmarried women homesteaders were
lured by the possibility of acquiring land, which was customarily
considered a male undertaking. One investigator who sampled
the land office data in Colorado and Wyoming discovered that the
number of female homestead entrants ranged between 11.9 and
18.2 percent. Moreover, the data indicated that 42.4 percent of
the women succeeded in making a final claim to their homesteads
while only 37 percent of the men did so.' The prevalence of "girl
homesteaders," as they were commonly called, is supported by
scholars such as Everett Dick, who maintained that "a note-
worthy proportion of the first settlers were single or unattached
women," and Mary Hargreaves, who cited one source that esti-
mated that as much as one-third of the homesteads in the Dakotas
were held by women in 1887.'" The diaries and letters of Dakota
settlers also contain occasional mention of female homesteaders.
Enid Bern, for example, wrote of a "strange malady" she called
"Homestead Fever" that struck all manner of folks, including sin-
gle men and women. She believed that these unmarried home-
steaders "formed an interesting segment of the population" and
that "their presence added zest to community life, perhaps
because of their youthfulness and varied personalities.""

8. Kohl, Land of the Burnt Thigh, p. 38.
9. Sheryll and Gene Patterson-Black, "From Pack Trains to Publishing:

Women's Work in the Frontier West," in Sheryll and Gene Patterson-Black, West-
em Women in History and Literature (Crawford, Nebr.: Cottonwood Press, 1978),
pp. 5-6. See also Sheryll Patterson-Black, "Women Homesteaders on the Great
Plains Frontier," ibid.. pp. 15-31, and "Women Homesteaders on the Great Plains
Frontier," Frontiers 1 (Spring 1976): 67-88.

10. Dick, Sod-House Frontier, p. 129, and Mary W. M. Hargreaves, "Women in
the Agricultural Settlement of the Northern Plains," Agricultural History 50 (Jan.
1976): 182.

11. Enid Bern, "The Enchanted Years on the Prairies," Norih Dakota History 40
(Fall 1973): 11. See also Enid Bern, ed., "They Had a Wonderful Time: The Home-
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Autobiographical narratives of female homesteaders in the
Dakotas are also extant. The reminiscences of Cora D. Babcock,
covering the years 1880 to 1885, offer a succinct version of her
move to the Dakotas at age twenty-five. She filed a claim near
Bridgewater, constructed a sod shanty on it, and raised a success-
ful crop of flax that paid all expenses of her claim. She next exper-
imented with a laundry business in Mitchell and looked for anoth-
er claim, selling her original one for a profit, before she decided to
abandon the "claim idea" in favor of marriage. Widowed within
three years, she briefly visited her family home in New York and
then returned with her mother to Dakota to try her tuck once
again. Some years later, in 1906, Grace Reed Porter left her posi-
tion as head of the Latin Department of the Boone, Iowa, high
school to file on a homestead north of Fort Pierre in Stanley
County. Here she not only proved up her claim, but she also
taught school, achieved election to the position of county superin-
tendent of schools, married, and eventually became principal of
the Fort Pierre high school.'^

Another similar account is that of Grace W. Fairchild who,
after watching both her mother and sister-in-law homestead on
their own, eventually decided to homestead herself as a divorced
woman. During the course of her marriage, she had become in-
creasingly aware that her husband's incompetence was driving
them into mortgage and debt. After one particularly upsetting
business deal, she exclaimed, "This longhorn fiasco convinced me
that if we were to make our goddamn claim into a ranch, I had to
take charge of the whole thing." She finally did just that in 1930,
when she divorced her husband and began running the ranch by
herself. Within ten years, she had extricated herself from debt,
accumulated 1440 acres of land, and acquired sufficient sheep and
cattle to keep her "out of the poor house, and them some."^^

An unusally detailed chronicle of women homesteaders in
South Dakota is that of Edith Eudora (Ammons) Kohl, who home-

steading Letters of Anna and Ethel Erickson." North Dakota History 45 {Fall
1978): 4-31.

12. Cora D. Babcock. Reminiscences, 1880-1885, Manuscript Division, South
Dakota Historical Resource Center, Pierre (the center is hereafter cited SDHRC);
Grace Reed Porter. "Twenty-Five Years in South Dakota." Library. SDHRC. See
also Winifred Erdman Interview, "North Dakota Oral History Project Issue,"
North Dakota History 43 (Spring 1976): 39 42.

13. Walker D. Wyman, Frontier Woman- The Life of a Woman Homesteader on
the Dakota Frontier (River Falls: University of Wisconsin-River Falls Press, 1972),
pp. 22-23, 90-91. 113.
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steaded near Pierre with her sister Ida around the turn of the
twentieth century. Coming to an "improved" claim that boasted a
ten-by-tweive-foot tarpaper shack, they were initially disillu-
sioned and homesick. Influenced by newly developing ideas of in-
dependence for women and seeking better health for Edith, the
sisters got themselves into what they considered an unliveable
situation. They quickly determined that they would head back
East, a decision that was reversed when they discovered an amaz-
ing number of "girl homesteaders" in their new neighborhood.
Thus encouraged to stay, they supported their claim by teaching
school and publishing a newspaper. Like so many other settlers,
they moved on to seek a better claim when the Lower Bruie
Indian Reservation was opened, there establishing a post office,
newspaper, and store. When her sister married. Kohl moved on
again to yet another promising claim in Wyoming.'*

Kohl described the process of their acclimatization to the
Dakota frontier in the course of her autobiography. It began with
their observation that although women homesteaders worked
hard, they also lived satisfying lives» took delight in the country,
and had little desire to return to their eastern homes. Gradually,
Kohl and her sister also found themselves "making friends, learn-
ing to find space restful and reassuring instead of intimidating,
adapting [their] restless natures to a country that measured time

14. Kohl, Land of the Burnt Thigh, pp. 2-7, 12-13, 21-23, 33, 38-39, 88-89, 120,
289-96.

Four "girl homesteaders" stand outside a tarpaper claim shack.

Tl
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in seasons" and imperceptibly sinking their roots into "that stub-
born soil." When Kohl was told, "The range is no place for clingin'
vines, 'cause their hain't nothin' to cling to," she felt that she in-
deed was learning not to cling. And when "proving up" time final-
ly arrived, the sisters realized that they did not want to return to
the city as they had so long planned. The hardships of western
life. Kohl wrote, "were more than compensated for by its un-
shackled freedom.... The opportunities for a full and active life
were infinitely greater here . . . . There was a pleasant glow of
possession in knowing that the land beneath our feet was ours.""

Although both married and single women homesteaders
formed a large part of the early population of the Dakotas, it
should be remembered that their involvement in agricultural pur-
suits was supported and often made possible by a variety of
women who engaged in other kinds of endeavors. The earliest of
these were Indian women. As the first agriculturalists, they not
only developed knowledge of crops and methods of working the
land, but they demonstrated that agricultural production was
achievable in such a resistant land. They were disrupted and fre-
quently removed from the land altogether by expeditions and
early colonies that often included women in their numbers.^''
Army women such as Fanny McGillycuddy who accompanied her
husband to Fort Robinson in the 1870s also helped to divest the
original inhabitants of their land, thus freeing the area for white
settlement and cultivation." Female missionaries tried to deal
with some of the many problems that this process created, while
female preachers and orders of religious women such as the Pre-
sentation Sisters moved into the area to establish educational,
medical, and other social services for both the native and newly
arrived residents.'" Finally, employed women provided a wide va-

15. Ibid.. pp. 27. 65, 84. See also pp. 22 33.
16. See. for example. Annie D. Tallent, The First White Woman in the Black

Hills (Mitchell. S.Dak.: Educator Supply Co.. 1923), and The Black Hills; or. The
Last Hunting Ground of the Dakotahs (1899; reprint ed., Sioux Falls, S.Dak.:
Brevet Press. 1974).

17. Fanny McGillycuddy, Diary, 1877-1878, Manuscript Division, SDHRC. See
also John R. Sibbald. "Camp Followers All: Army Women of the West," American
West 3 {Spring 1966): 56-67. and Miller J. Stewart, "Army Laundresses: Ladies of
the 'Soap Suds Row.' " Nebraska History 61 (Winter 1980): 421 36.

18. Elaine Goodale Eastman, Sister to the Sioux: The Memoirs of Elaine Goodale
Eastman. 1885-1891, ed. Kay Graber {Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1978);
Thisba Hutson Morgan, "Reminiscences of My Days in the Land of the Ogallala
Sioux," South Dakota Historical Collections 29 (1958): 21-62; Faye Cashatt Lewis,
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riety of services and goods to frontierspeople and their children
that ranged from functioning as domestics, teachers, doctors,
newspaper editors, and cowhands to the furnishing of sexual ser-
vices.'^

It should also be noted that Dakota women were not only dis-
similar in their pursuits, but that they also differed in racial,
ethnic, and religious backgrounds. It appears from the scanty evi-
dence available, for example, that black women accounted for a
small proportion of women on the plains.^" Moreover, source ma-
terials such as letters and diaries suggest that women from Euro-
pean and other countries were a sizable element in the early
Dakota population, with the Germans, Scandinavians, Czechs,
and German-Russians being dominant, while eastern-born white
women were also a significant source of female migrants to the
Dakotas. Among these women settlers, additional diversity was
introduced in that they also represented Catholics, Jews, and
many Protestant sects."

Nothing to Make a Shadow (Ames: Iowa State University Press. 1971), pp. 119-23;
and Susan Peterson, "Religious Communities of Women in the West: The Presenta-
tion Sister's Adaptation to the Northern Plains Frontier," Journal of the West 21
(Apr. 1982): 65-70. and "From Paradise to Prairie: The Presentation Sisters in
Dakota. 1880-1896." South Dakota History 10 (Summer 1980): 210-22. See also the
collection of church histories at the Dacotah Prairie Museum and the Archives of
the Presentation Sisters of the Blessed Virgin Mary, both in Aberdeen. S.Dak.; the
Archives of the Oblate Sisters of the Blessed Sacrament. Saint Sylvester's Con-
vent, Marty: the Archives of the Benedictine Convent of Saint Martin, Rapid City:
and the Archives of the Benedictine Sisters of the Sacred Heart Convent, Yankton.

19. T. A. Larson, "Women's Role in the American West," Montana, the Magazine
of Western History 24 (Summer 1974): 3-6; Enid Bern, "Memoirs of a Prairie School
Teacher," North Dakota History 42 (Summer 1975): 5-17; Patterson-Black, "From
Pack Trains to Publishing," pp. 2, 10-11; Wyman, Frontier Woman, pp. 57-58;
Elliott West. "Scarlet West: The Oldest Profession in the Trans Mississippi West."
and Paula Petrik. "Capitalists with Rooms: Prostitution in Helena. Montana,
1865-1900," both in Montana, the Magazine of Western History 31 (Spring 1981):
16-17. 28-41.

20. Minnie Miller Brown. "Black Women in American Agriculture." ,4gncu/iurai
History 50 (Jan. 1976): 202 12. and Sue ArmiUge, Theresa Banfield. and Sarah
Jacobus, "Black Women and Their Communities in Colorado," Frontiers, 2, no. 2
(1977): 45-51. The census of 1870 showed 94 black people in Dakota, while the 1880
census indicated an increase to 2,003 blacks. Robert B. Porter. The West: From the
Census of 1880 (Chicago: Rand McNally & Co.. 1882). p. 404. See also Sara L. Bern-
son and Robert J. Eggers. "Black People in South Dakota History." South Dakota
History 7 (Summer 1977): 241-70,

21. Mrs. R. 0. Brandt, "Social Aspects of Prairie Pioneering: The Reminiscences
of a Pioneer Pastor's Wife," Norwegian-American Studies 7 (1933): 1-46; Lorna B.
Herseth. ed., "A Pioneer's Letter." South Dakota History 6 (Summer 1976): 306-15;
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Although Dakota women thus represented a variety of herit-
ages that occasionally manifested themselves through special
foods, items of clothing, crafts, or value systems in their new
homes in the West, they were unified by their participation in
what might be called the female frontier. They were, in other
words, engaged in a series of tasks and roles that varied little
from frontier to frontier. Whether men were engaged in mining,
lumbering, ranching, or farming, the primary focus of most fron-
tierswomen was the home. Within the context of her home, the
frontierswoman was expected to serve as a domestic artisan pro-
ducing all the goods necessary for family survival; to produce,
care for, and train children; and to perpetuate traditional Ameri-
can values such as family unity and domestic order. Secondarily,
women were to share in the conquering of their particular fron-
tier. For agrarians, this meant that besides performing custom-
ary female tasks, many women also worked outside of their
homes in jobs ranging from herding cattle to breaking sod. This
taxing picture of women's work varied only slightly for single
farm women, for, although they frequently faced lessened domes-
tic demands due to the absence of a spouse and children, they had
to deal with the problems presented by their land and sometimes
had to hold paid jobs as well.̂ ^

It is fair to say, then, that for Dakota farm women, whether sin-
gle or married, the combination of role expectation with the im-
mediate demands of the land translated into a strenuous and
wearying set of duties. Unfortunately, in many cases, especially
during the early years of settlement, women performed their
labors in the most rudimentary of workplaces. Frequently, a
woman's workplace was simply a one-room claim shack built of
rough boards, covered on the outside by black tarpaper and lined
on the inside with either expensive and fairly effective blue paper

Barbara Levorsen, "Early Years in Dakota," Norwegian-American Studies 21
(1962): 158-97; Emily Lunde, Uff Da (Grand Forks, N.Dak.: By the Author, 1974);
Aagot Raaen, Grass of the Earth: Immigrant Life in the Dakota Country, Scandi-
navians in America Series (New York: Arno Press, 1979); Martha Reishus, The Rag
Rug, no. 3 (New York: Vantage Press, 1955); Herbert S. Schell, South Dakota: A
Student's Guide to Localized History, Localized History Series (New York: Teach-
ers College Press, 1971). pp. 41 42; Martha Thai, "Early Days: The Story of Sarah
Thai," American Jewish Archives 23 (Apr. 1971): 47-62; Mary Dodge Woodward,
The Checkered Years, ed. Mary B. Cowdrey (Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton Printers,
1937), pp. 41-42, 86-88, 239-40.

22. Kohl, Land of the Bumt Thigh, and Elizabeth ("Bess") Corey Papers,
1909-1979. Manuscript Division, SDHRC.
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The small workplaces of the homesteaders presented
storage problems. This settler kept a variety of supplies

and equipment outside her lath claim shack.

or a cheaper and inferior grade of red paper. Inside the shack, the
furniture commonly consisted of a homemade bunk with rope
springs fastened to a wall, an oil stove, a drygoods box or two for
cupboards, and a wooden table and chairs." For other women, the
home workplace was a structure of hastily cut laths. An 1889 mi-
grant to the Dakotas later caustically described her lath home as
the "finest house on the prairies." You could, she wrote, "see
right through the walls of the three rooms, for they were made of
laths —open in between. No plaster yet —they smelled queerly as
new pine boards do. Upstairs horse blankets were nailed over the
laths. , . . What my mother must have thought when she faced
this primitive place, I can only imagine.""

For yet others, the first dwelling on the plains was a modest
sod hut or dugout, an economical response to a land of scarce tim-

23. Kohl. Land of the Burnt Thigh, pp. 3-4. 26.
24. Elenore Plaisted, quoted in Brett Harvey Vuolo. "Pioneer Diaries: The Un-

told Story of tbe West." Ms. Magazine 3 (May 1975): 32,
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ber. Although the roofs of such structures continually dropped
particles of dirt on the heads of those beneath them, they did of-
fer warmth in the winter and natural cooling in the summer.^^
One South Dakota woman wrote to her family that her sod house
might "pass" if "one isn't too spoiled." She explained that it was
built of sod for "safety as well as warmth," with a floor dug to lie
below the ground level and with windows just at ground level.
She was delighted with the interior, which appeared to her as a
"fairy palace" of many rooms comfortably furnished with a range
of family treasures.^^

Typically, women worked very hard to convert these crude
dwellings into pleasant homes. The Ammons sisters added a
second-hand Brussels rug, an old wire cot, handmade pillows
stuffed with prairie grass, bright curtains, and some bright red
bookcases to their claim shanty.^' Wilder dressed up her tiny par-
lor with a small rocker, a glass lamp, books of poetry, and some

25. Hargreaves, "Women in the Agricultural Settlement of the Northern Plains."
p. 185.

26. Herseth, "A Pioneer's Letter," p. 309.
27. Kohl, Land of the Bumt Thigh, p. 27.

The mistress of this tiny sitting and dining area brightened her
environment with gay wallpaper, homemade pillows, and a faded rug.
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geraniums potted in cans.''' The mistress of the lath house had her
grand piano shipped from Philadelphia to stand, according to her
daughter, "very big and black in the front room on the bare pine
floor, against the wall of laths that you could see through."^' One
woman even studied up on plastering and secured the necessary
materials to plaster up the many holes in the walls of her first
home near Brookings, while she solved her storage problems by
packing things into a "shanty," a common lean-to addition over
the back door. When she and her family moved to a nicer house,
she furnished it simply but pleasantly with a rag carpet, cheese-
cloth curtains, a hanging lamp, an overstuffed rocker, and a
braided rug. She tellingly commented that while early Dakota
houses had definite drawbacks, they could be made neat and cozy
with a little effort: "When floors were scrubbed, walls freshly
whitewashed, and the broad window sills filled with blooming ge-
raniums, such homes were by no means unattractive in the pio-
neer country. Of course the coziness and attractiveness depended
pretty much on the people living in the home."^"

Besides transforming these quickly constructed dwellings into
liveable homes, women also converted them into effective work-
places where, despite the additional handicaps of scarce water
and limited fuel, they proceeded to function as the domestic arti-
sans of frontier society. Women's diaries, letters, and memoirs
are replete with accounts of the routines of domestic life, includ-
ing cleaning, sewing, cooking, baking, washing clothes in tubs of
rainwater, and caring for the ever-present newborn baby.^' A let-
ter from a Norwegian woman of the Dakotas during the 1880s
tells of baking bread in a small stove, converting the milk from
two cows into cream and butter, processing wild game into edible
meals, filling the food cellar with "potatoes, roots and milk," and
butchering heifers and hogs.̂ ^ Another Norwegian woman ex-
pressed great pride in her skill at baking, drying fruits and ber-
ries, laundering, and sewing, while yet another was so proficient
at soapmaking, dying yarn, knitting, spinning, weaving, and sew-
ing that her daughter called their home a "pioneer factory."" In

28. Wilder, The First Four Years, p. 16.
29. Elenore Plaisted, quoted in Vuolo. "Pioneer Diaries." p. 33.
30. Brandt. "Social Aspects of Prairie Pioneering." p. 15. See also p. 5.
31. Mary W. M. Hargreaves. "Homesteading and Homemaking on the Plains: A

Review," Agricultural History 157 (Apr. 1973): 162; Vuolo, "Pioneer Diaries," p. 32.
32. Herseth, "A Pioneer's Letter." pp. 310-11.
33. Brandt. "Social Aspects of Prairie Pioneering," p. 37. and Raaen, Grass of the

Earth, pp. 10 14.
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A frontierswoman's work was arduous. Here, a pioneer woman
washes clothes next to a stream on her claim near Fort Pierre.

her penciled memoirs. Wilder noted that, in addition to this list of
chores, the farm wife was also charged with cooking a dinner for
the threshing crew that would make the plank tables groan with
its weight. Although dismayed by this and many other necessary
tasks, she ultimately considered it "all in the day's work."^*

Dakota farm women also listed expertise in soapmaking,
candlemaking, spinning, weaving, doctoring, food processing, and

34. Wilder. The First Four Years, pp. 18-20. Woodward also wrote that she
baked seventy-four loaves of bread and twenty-one pies, puddings, cakes, and
doughnuts in less than a week for a threshing crew of thirteen men. Woodward,
The Checkered Years, p. 90. See also Alice Conitz Interview. "North Dakota Oral
History Project Issue." pp. 52 54.
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even twisting hay into "cats" for fuel in their panoply of domestic
skills. One young woman remembered that her mother was par-
ticularly adept at processing meat through smoking or packing it
in stone jars in lard and at converting flour sacks into family
underclothing." Another woman mentioned doing a "big wash-
ing, a lot of scrubbing and so on," finishing "some little sewing,"
and completing the regular household duties, all within days of
bearing her first child.̂ ^ A Fargo woman claimed that she made
fourteen pounds of butter a week. "I wonder if anybody was ever

35. Kate Roberts Pelissier, "Reminiscences of à Pioneer Mother," North Dakota
History 24 (July 1957); 134-35.

36. Babcock, Reminiscences.

The kitchen on a claim was a pioneer
factory without benefit of modem conveniences.
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before tired enough to be sick at his [sic] stomach," she lamented.
On a more cheerful note, she added, "When I become rested I get
over it.""

Since factories and trained professionals have taken over most
of these functions in modern society, it is difficult for us to realize
just how much skill and toil were involved as well as to under-
stand the prominent role that these women played in the frontier
economy. The frontierswoman's significance as an economic part-
ner was recognized by her own society, however, at the time of
marriage, for a young woman's greatest assets were seen as de-
riving from her abilities as a domestic manufacturer and artisan.
In fact, she was often rated as a worker in the same way that a
man was judged as a provider. According to one study of frontier
marriage: "the choosing of a mate on the frontier was a matter of
economic necessity far and above individual whim. Good health
and perseverance were premium assets while the charm and abil-
ity to entertain that one values so highly in a society of mechani-
zation and leisure time was only of tangential significance . . . the
woman who could not sew nor cook had no place on the
frontier."^^

If a frontierswoman chose to remain single or was forced to
become single through divorce or the death or desertion of a
mate, her skills were still of great importance to both herself and
to the kinfolk that she may have chosen to live with. Census fig-
ures indicate that most unmarried frontierswomen were ab-
sorbed by other households maintained by parents, children, or
other relatives, and that here they had to continue to pull their
own economic weight by rendering their share of the household
services. Like her married sisters, the single frontierswoman was
a highly skilled laborer whose contributions to the frontier econo-
my were vital to its progress.

Although all women, married or single, were expected to sup-
ply a bewildering variety of goods and services, those that did
choose to marry were also encouraged to produce children, both
as an aid to population growth and to provide future laborers for

37. Woodward, The Checkered Years, p. 238. For detailed descriptions of the
skills and techniques involved in these tasks, see Glenda Riley, " 'Not Gainfully
Employed': Women on the Iowa Frontier, 1833-1870," Pacific Historical Review 94
(May 1980): 237-64. See also Pioneer Daughters Collection, 1850-1955, Library,
SDHRC.

38. Edden Martin, "Frontier Marriage and the Status Quo," Westport Historical
Quarterly 10 (Mar. 1975): 100.
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the family farm. One scholar believes that ten children as an aver-
age for frontier families is a conservative estimate.'' A represent-
ative case from South Dakota was Ane Marie Jensen of Dell
Rapids who bore ten children as well as helping her second hus-
band raise his seven children.*" While bearing and rearing chil-
dren was clearly considered one of the most important economic
functions of frontierswomen, it was also one of the most physical-
ly taxing. Not only were they supposed to produce the children,
but they were expected to take a great deal of responsibility for
their care, training, and eventual participation in the family labor
force as well. Thus, in addition to their own functions as workers

Large families were the rule during the pioneer period.
This family near Ardmore, South Dakota, mjist have been typical

and producers, women were also thrust into supervisory and
managerial positions.

Yet, as women worked to enhance their own skills and to initi-
ate their children into the tasks of food processing, soapmaking,
candlemaking, spinning, weaving, gardening, field work, and the

39. Leo E. Oliva, "Our Frontier Heritage and the Environment," American West
9 (Jan. 1972): 45.

40. "One of the Knitters," American-Scandinavian Review 6 (Juiy-Aug. 1918):
215.
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Near Presho,
a woman's efforts
provided a small

tree, new clothes,
and a few gifts

for a 1909 holiday.

like, they also attempted to become proficient in a third area, that
of preserving traditional values, folkways, and mores. Women's
often pathetic attempts to properly celebrate a holiday such as
Christmas with the paucity of resources available on the Dakota
plains offer a good example of the difficulty they faced in this
area of female roles. Scrimping, saving, and working with scraps
of cloth to create something that resembled a present while also
seeking some fresh game or providing a small tree devoid of but
the sparsest of decoration, these women did their best to recreate
the warmth and family spirit of holidays spent "back home."
Other women routinely defied their own exhaustion in order to
play the family piano in the evenings or to entertain as nicely as
possible despite a continual influx of guests.*'

41. Margaret Johnson Interview, "North Dakota Oral History Project Issue," pp.
78-79; Walter F. Peterson, ed.. "Christmas on the Plains: Elizabeth Bacon Custer's
NosUlgic Memories of Holiday Seasons on the Frontier," American West 1 (Fall
1964): 53-57; Woodward, The Checkered Years, pp. 108-9,152; Vuolo, "Pioneer Dia-
ries," p. 33; and Herseth. "A Pioneer's Letter." p. 312.

Copyright © 1983 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



Farm Women's Roles 101

In spite of this workload, the domestic endeavors of these
women were not allowed to consume all of their time and energy,
for women were also called upon to engage in what was normally
considered "men's work." One investigator has argued that Euro-
American women were involved in between one-third to over one-
half of all the food production on family farms." Their involve-
ment included not only their exertions in kitchen gardens and
chicken houses but also their participation in field work. Women
performed a variety of field tasks, including driving a reaper, har-
vester, or hay wagon as well as planting seed and digging pota-
toes. Because hired help was generally unavailable and women
were usually the only other adults on the farms besides their hus-
bands, they were required to do more than what might be re-
garded as their share in other times or places."

Women's participation in field work was often the critical fac-
tor in staving off failure of the family farm enterprise, but women
also helped deflect economic disaster through another type of
farm labor, the production of milk, butter, and eggs that were
sold for cash or bartered for other goods. According to historian
Gilbert Fite, butter and eggs were primary cash products on the
farmer's frontier, and the income from them often kept farms fi-
nancially afloat during the difficult years.** Women also "helped
out" by selling beeswax, dried fruits, and cloth as well as by tak-
ing in boarders or doing washing.*^ Some women combined an in-
credible variety of skills to procure the much-needed cash in-
come. One young Black Hills woman recalled that her mother sold
butter, eggs, meat, vegetables, wild fruit, and garden flowers, did
"some washing on the board" for people, and also knitted socks
and mittens for sale to nearby cowboys.** That such women recog-
nized their own economic importance to the family business is
demonstrated by the statement of a prairie woman who recalled:
"Frequently enough, while the men were learning to farm, the
women and children actually supported the families. They raised

42. John Mack Faragher. "History from the Inside-Out: Writing the History of
Women in Rural America." American Quarterly 33 (Winter 1981): 540.

43. Margaret Johnson Interview, pp. 78-79; Pelissier, "Reminiscences." p. 133;
William Forrest Sprague, Women and the West: A Short Social History (Boston,
Mass.: Christopher Publishing House, 1940). pp. 239-40; and Julie Roy Jeffrey.
Frontier Women: The Trans-Mississippi West, 1840-1880, American Century
Series (New York: Hill & Wang, 19791, p. 59.

44. Gilbert C. Fite, The Farmers Frontier. 1865-1900 (New York: Holt. Rinehart
& Winston. 1966). p. 47. See also Jeffrey. Frontier Women, p. 60.

45. Babcock, Reminiscences.
46. Pelissier. "Reminiscences." pp. 134-35.
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chickens and eggs for the table, raised the vegetables and fruit,
and made butter to sell in exchange for things not produced at
home. The women were not unaware of this fact and were quite
capable of scoring a point on occasion when masculine attitudes
became too bumptious."*'

Although census takers were not adverse to lumping these tre-
mendously productive farm women under the category "not gain-
fully employed," women's economic significance is difficult to dis-
pute. Ranging from domestically oriented chores to outdoor work
to the production of actual cash income, women's tasks seemed to
be never ending and totally exhausting. Thus, one might expect
the lives of early farm women to be dominated by fatigue, bitter-
ness, and even despair. Certainly, if one were to accept the view
of frontierswomen found in most western literature, there could
be no doubt that most of them were not only reluctant settlers,
but despondent ones as well.

A prime example of this representation of women is Ole Rol-
vaag's Giants in the Earth. Its protagonist. Beret Hansa, was
forced out onto the Dakota plains by a husband who cared little
for her fears and hesitations. Yet, as one investigator has pointed
out, Rolvaag himself never homesteaded and therefore had little
actual knowledge of Dakota women from which to derive such a
portrait.*" Another scholar has noted an additional paradox in
this work and the two novels that follow it. Beret, despite her
helplessness and terror, managed to survive the entire trilogy,

47. E. May Lacey Crowder. "Pioneer Life in Palo Alto County," Iowa Journal of
History and Politics 46 (Apr. 1948): 181.

48. Patterson-Black. "Women Homesteaders," pp. 18-19.
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while her husband Per, a hardy and macho nineteenth-century
mate, was so defeated by the frontier that he succumbed to death
in the very first book of the series."

49. Annette Atkins, "Women on the Farming Frontier: The View from Fiction,"
Midwest Review, 2d ser.. 3 (Spring 1981): 1.

As an economic partner of a husband or on her own, a pioneer farm woman
performed a wide array of outside, or "men's, " work. Opposite page, a

woman works afield crop with a hoe; below, another hauls a crop to town.
Above, a woman performs the more traditioTial task of feeding her poultry.
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Hamlin Garland also presented a highly sentimentalized pic-
ture of frontierswomen. Considering his own mother's life on the
Middle Border to be typical of all women's lives, he wrote that the
pioneer mother was burdened with a "grinding weight of drudg-
ery" and was forced to endure a life centered around a "rude little
cabin" and desperate poverty. He judged her willingness to fol-
low her husband to each new homestead "without complaining
word" as submission and despair. It seemed apparent to him that
she forced herself to make each move despite the "bitter pangs of
doubt and unrest which strike through the woman's heart when
called upon to leave her snug, safe fire for a ruder cabin in a
strange land."^°

Although writers such as Bess Streeter Aldrich, Willa Cather,
Mari Sandoz, and Vardis Fisher have contributed complex por-
trayals of frontierswomen that oppose the one dimensional
stereotyped figures so favored by novelists such as Rolvaag and
Garland, they have not been greatly successful in capturing the
popular imagination. In the face of a lack of factual knowledge
about women, most Americans have seemed content to visualize
them in terms of romanticized, stock characters that include the
Gentle Tamer, Pioneer in Petticoat, Saint in the Sunbonnet, Ma-
donna of the Prairie, Light Lady, Calamity Jane, and Fighting
Feminist, to mention just a few of the better known genres.

One must ask, where have the historians been through this de-
velopment of the dramatized persona of frontierswomen? Surely,
they have applied standards of scholarship and tools of investiga-
tive research to the question of whether or not the West was in-
deed fine for men and dogs but hell on women and horses. Unfor-
tunately, the reality is that historians in general have been as cul-
pable as most novelists in perpetuating inaccurate depictions of
frontierswomen. In 1921, for example, Emerson Hough argued
that the "great romance of all America" was the "woman in the
sunbonnet." To him, this "gaunt and sad-faced woman sitting on
the front seat of the wagon, following her lord where he might
lead, her face hidden in the same ragged sunbonnet which had
crossed the Appalachians and the Missouri long before" deserved
more attention." Ten years later, historian Walter Prescott
Webb devoted all of one and a half pages of The Great Plains to a

50. Hamlin Garland. A Pioneer Mother (Chicago: Bookfellows, 1922), pp. 5-10.
51. Emerson Hough, The Passing of the Frontier (New Haven, Conn.; Yale Uni-

versity Press, 1921), p. 93.
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consideration of women. He concluded that while men were hardy
and adventurous, women feared and distrusted the land and
spent their time being lonely and lamenting the loss of their for-
mer "civilized" homes."

More recently, Everett Dick gave women expanded coverage
in his works, but with strikingly similar results. "How much of
the retreat from the frontier from time to time was due to the fig-
ure in sunbonnet and calico, is not known," he asserted, "but it is
certain that many stayed until the prairie broke them in spirit
and body." He added that "their hair grew lifeless and dry, their
shoulders early bent, and they became stooped as they tramped
round and round the hot cookstove preparing the three regular,
though skimpy meals a day."" Another recent historian, purport-
ing to be a historian of women, concurred with Dick's interpreta-
tion of frontierswomen:

Clinging to a few treasured heirlooms as reminders of a kinder life, they
accompanied their husbands across the continent, suffering the most des-
perate physical hardships as well as a desolating sense of loneliness.
More place-bound than men, more dependent on the company of other
women, on the forms of settled social Ufe, they grew old and died before
their time, on the trail, in a sod hut or a rude cabin pierced by icy winds."

Yet another scholar, a student of the West, imputed heroic pro-
portions to these unfortunate, uprooted females. He argued that
even though they were "the most conservative of creatures, hat-
ing with a passion those three concomitants of the western fron-
tier—poverty, physical hardship, and danger," it was really
women who tamed the "Wild West.""

Given the repetitive and limited theme of these characteriza-
tions of frontierswomen by historians, it is little wonder that
western textbook writers have largely ignored women or have
dealt with them summarily by repeating one or more of the ac-
cepted shibboleths. In a 1974 study of such textbooks, T. A. Lar-
son discovered that from Frederick Jackson Turner to Ray Allen
Billington and Robert Athearn, any mention of frontierswomen
was rare and uninformative. "In short," Larson concluded,

52. Carol Fairbanks, "Lives of Girls and Women on the Canadian and American
Prairies," International Journal of Women's Studies 2 (Sept./Oct. 1979): 452.

53. Everett Dick, "Sunbonnet and Calico, the Homesteader's Consort," Nebraska
History 47 (Mar. 1966): 13.

54. Page Smith, Daughters of the Promised Land (Boston: Little, Brown & Co.,
1970), p. 223.

55. Dee Brown, The Gentle Tamers: Women of the Old Wild West (New York:
Bantam Books, 1974), p. 269.
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"standard textbooks used in college and university courses in
Western History come close to ignoring women entirely." He
added the rhetorical query: "Were women really that insignifi-
cant in the American West?""

As has already been argued here, the answer to that question
is a resounding no. Frontierswomen's roles and responses were
stereotyped, not because women themselves were unimportant,
but rather because American society has long held particular
views regarding the inferiority, weakness, and supposedly inher-
ently passive nature of women. Given that set of assumptions, it
is understandable that writers, scholars, and other observers
would assume that women were indeed conservative "creatures"
who would respond to the rigors of the West with tears, entreat-
ies to return "home," and general wretchedness. During the past
decade, however, the emerging field of women's history and the
contemporary feminist movement have raised serious challenges
to such assumptions about the "nature" of women. Moreover, his-
torians of women have been diligently locating and collecting
women's source materials in order to learn what they actually
said and felt about their situations rather than continuing to im-
pute to them what society expected them to say and feel. As a
result, enough women's writings are now available to make some
tentative observations about frontierswomen feasible.

Like men, these women recorded their fears of Indians, mud,
rain, wind, dust, prairie fires, blizzards, tornadoes, rattlesnakes,
and epidemics." As women taught to value domestic order, net-
works of family and friends, and leisure time devoted to pursuits
such as reading and craft work, they lamented the prevalence of
dirt and bugs, isolation and loneliness, and heavy, time-
consuming workloads. Some of these women actually did spend
part or all of their lives on the frontier on the verge of despair, in-
sanity, and even self-extinction.^^ And some of them, like Sarah

56. Larson, "Women's Roles in the American West." p. 4.
57. Brandt, "Social Aspects of Prairie Pioneering," pp. 5-6, 9; Kate Eldridge Glas-

pell, "Incidents in the Life of a Pioneer," North Dakota Historical Quarterly 8
(Apr. 1941): 184-90; Lewis, Nothing to Make a Shadow, pp, 21-23, 40, 71, 73; Mabel
Lorshbough Interview, "North Dakota Oral History Project Issue." pp. 22-23;
Pelissier, "Reminiscences," p. 130; Thai, "Early Days," pp. 47-62; and Woodward,
The Checkered Years, pp. 28-30. 35, 38, 55, 58-59, 65, 80-81. 118, 142, 159-60, 222,

58. Jeannie McKnight. "American Dream, Nightmare Underside: Diaries, Let-
ters and Fiction of Women on the American Frontier," in L. L. Lee and Merrill
Lewis, Women, Women Writers, and the West (Troy, N.Y.: Whitston Publishing
Co., 1979), pp. 25-40.
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Thai or Emma Plaisted of the lath house, packed up their pianos
and other belongings and headed back East."

There is no doubt that life on the frontier was difficult in many
respects for women, but it was also arduous for men. For that
matter, life in many parts of the United States was burdensome
for many people. Millworkers in New England, immigrant piece-
workers in newly emerging urban slums, and black slaves were
only some of the groups of people that found life taxing at some
times and nigh impossible at others. It must therefore be remem-
bered that while frontierswomen's lives were indeed demanding,
they perhaps offered some redeeming qualities that made them
appear worthwhile.

For some women, the rigorous climate was offset by what one
woman described as the "beauties of nature."*" Another woman
interspersed her frequent negative remarks about the Dakota cli-
mate with expressions of joy regarding the birds, wild roses, and
other flowers. At one point she wrote, "The day is very beautiful
and I have been out nearly all of it picking posies I think there
is something fascinating about gathering wild flowers It
gives one a childish delight." At another point she exulted in a
sunrise. "The sun rose in great splendor as it does nowhere else
except on these prairies," she jot;ted in her diary.*' Yet another
woman claimed that in the Dakotas of the 1880s, "no one minded
the hot sunshine or the hard winds" because "they were to be ex-
pected: a natural part of life." She also maintained that although a
farm proffered a hard life for a woman, the harshness was com-
pensated for by "the freedom and spaciousness of the wide
prairie land." She wrote fondly of the "wind forever waving the
tall wild grass," the wild violets in the spring, the wild prairie
roses that blossomed everywhere in June. After a few years of
being a farm woman, she began to love the land just as her hus-
band did."

Many women also accepted the challenge of unending chores
with equanimity. "Certainly I have had to work," wrote a Dakota
woman back to her family in Scandinavia. Unlike her days as a la-
borer in her homeland, however, she believed that she "was con-
sidered a human being" even though she was poor. "Have a good
home here," she added, and "have no wish ever to return to Swe-

59. Thai, "Early Days," p. 53, and Vuolo, "Pioneer Diaries," p. 34.
60. Herseth, "A Pioneer's Letter," p. 308.
61. Woodward, The Checkered Years, pp. 81,127. See also pp. 75, 87-88,121,167,

175, 200-201, 224.
62. Wilder, The First Four Years, pp. 1, 4, 6, 134.
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den."*' Margaret Roberts of the Black Hills region was also un-
daunted by heavy workloads. After supporting and raising five
girls as a widow on a homestead, she moved to another home-
stead after her last child left home and earned enough money to
exchange it for a house in town, where she lived out her life en-
joying her home and supporting herself by renting out rooms."
Despite her heavy workload, Mary Dodge Woodward noted in an
1884 diary entry: "Two years ago today we arrived,.. . They
have been short years to me for I have had plenty to do. I have en-
joyed my life here very much and have never wished to leave."'•^

Even the much touted isolation and loneliness often turned out
to be less onerous than it appeared to be. Women described at
great length the many social events that were available to them
through their families, friends, churches, schools, and nearby
towns. One Dakota woman of the 1880s spoke of a Ladies' Aid So-
ciety, gala Christmas celebrations, choir and band concerts, fes-
tive Fourth of July celebrations, weddings, and dinners with
friends and neighbors, while another recalled pastimes such as
"home talent entertainments," horseback riding, roller skating,
and dancing,** Furthermore, a survey of Dakota newspapers indi-
cated that as the region became more settled, social opportunities
increased. Reports of New Year's celebrations, receptions, balls,
lyceums, theaters, performances by lady elocutionists, church
festivals and fairs, women's clubs, euchre parties, camping, boat-
ing. Fourth of July observances, and circuses were all common in
many parts of the Dakotas by the mid-1880s.*'

Moreover, one investigator has demonstrated that farms were
established in a pattern of adjoining farmsteads with villages and
towns located at fairly regular intervals. He also pointed out that
early neighborhoods were often small and close knit, being held
together by a special bond such as kinship or ethnicity.*^ Another

63. H. Arnold B&Tton, Letters from the Promised Land {Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press for the Swedish Pioneer Historical Society, 1975), p. 291.

64. Pelissier, "Reminiscences," p. 138.
65. Woodward, The Checkered Years, p. 52.
66. Brandt, "Social Aspects of Prairie Pioneering," pp. 16-18, 23-25, and Glaspell,

"Incidents," pp. 188-90.
67. Edna LaMoore Waldo, Dakota: An Informal Study of Territorial Days (Bis-

marck, N.Dak,; Capital Publishing Co.. 1932), pp. 198-213. See also Martha Correll
Interview, "North Dakota Oral History Project Issue," pp. 86-87.

68. W. F. Kumtien. Basic Trends of Social Change in South Dakota: III Commu-
nity Organization, South Dakota Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin, no. 356
(Brookings: South Dakota State College, 1941), pp. 4 17.
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writer has claimed that the average space between farmsteads in
Lawrence County was about half a mile and that "in the early pe-
riod of settlement sometimes four families, each taking a quarter
section as a homestead, built their temporary dwellings upon ad-
jacent corners to be near together,""

Faye Cashatt Lewis, a Dakota settler in the early twentieth
century, suggested that life on the plains seemed formidable pri-
marily because many settlers exaggerated the hardships. They
recorded them "with gusto," she remarked, to emphasize their
own "superior stamina," Even the problems faced by her own
mother, whose dismayed statement "there's nothing to make a
shadow" has often been quoted as an epitome of women's disillu-
sionment, were alleviated in Lewis's view by the huge amount of
personal support she received from her husband. Lewis noted
that the children of the family also provided significant amounts
of labor as well as a great deal of company to their mother. In ad-
dition, social events such as literary meetings, plays, musical per-
formances, reading, checkers, card playing, and candy making
abounded in their area. According to Lewis, the adversities faced

69. Henry Frawley and Anne Frawley, "Agriculture, Dairying. Ranching," in
Lawrence County for the Dakota Territory Centennial, 1861-1961, ed. Mildred
Fielder (Deadwood/Lead. S.Dak.: Lawrence County Centennial Committee. 1960),
p. 105.

W
A Fourth of July celebration provided the opportunity

to gather with neighbors and break the loneliness of homesteading.
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Some early pioneers solved the problem of isolation by building
their shanties on adjoining comers of their claims. These Stanley

County homesteaders also connected their separate dwellings,
providing some shade on the open plain.

by her family were typical in that they were balanced by their
hopes, dreams, and satisfactions. "Our riches were," she wrote,
"good health, ambition, hope, and pride.. . , We considered our-
selves people of importance."'"

Perhaps another key to understanding farm women's lives on
the plains can be derived from the statement of a Norwegian pas-
tor's wife. She was quick to point out that "as time passed
people's circumstances improved" and life became more like it
had been in their former homes.^' Change and progress did occur.
Women were not condemned to life in a one-room soddie, a
sparsely settled neighborhood, or abject poverty for all their
years. Larger houses were built and improvements were intro-
duced into them. Settlement increased, and with it came neigh-
bors, churches, schools, and clubs. In time, crops and other pro-
ducts not only supplied the needs of the family but also frequent-
ly provided a surplus that was taken to market and exchanged for
cash and necessary items.''^

Such alterations, which often became noticeable within as little
as two years of initial settlement, also gradually contributed to

70. Lewis, Nothing to Make a Shadow, pp. 14-15, 33-34, 48-49, 74-77. 94, 132.
71. Brandt. "Social Aspects of Prairie Pioneering," p. 30.
72. Woodward, The Checkered Years, p. 144.
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larger modifications for the Dakotas as a whole. By 1889, popula-
tion and economic growth in the Dakotas underwrote President
Grover Cleveland's signing of the Omnibus Bill, which created
four new states: North Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, and
Washington. By October of that year, the voters of South Dakota
accepted a constitution and prohibition, elected their first gover-
nor, and approved Pierre as the temporary capital." During the
following decade, the era of the open range drew to a close, Indian
problems were essentially resolved, and an agrarian economy
characterized by the utilization of new technological devices took
hold in South Dakota.

What would these modifications mean to farm women? Would
their lives be changed dramatically by new technology within the
home? Would their political involvement in the emergent govern-
ment increase? Would their fundamental female roles undergo
significant revision as a result of the many other alterations oc-
curring in turn-of-the-century society?

None of these questions can be answered with any degree of
certainty at this point in time, for the historical research has not
yet been done. Unhappily, farm women, or rural women as they
are sometimes termed, have received less than their share of at-
tention from historians and other scholars. Two recent books,
Joan M. Jensen's With These Hands: Women Working the Land
and Sherry Thomas's We Didn't Have Much. Bui We Sure Had
Plenty: Stories of Rural Women, have made an attempt to begin
to remedy this lack. Also, Jensen and others interested in farm
women are currently in the process of organizing the first confer-
ence to be devoted to the topic/*

Those investigators who have given any thought to the types,
rates of adoption, and effects of domestic technology upon farm
women believe that, not only was technology slow to be em-
braced, but its impact was relatively limited during the early
decades of the twentieth century. Some years ago, Hargreaves
argued that the cost of conveniences such as indoor plumbing was
prohibitive for most plains settlers through the "lean years,"
which did not abate until 1940. Calling attention to a 1935 survey

73. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 3d. ed. (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press. 1975). pp. 219-22.

74. Joan M. Jensen, With These Hands: Women Working on the Land (Old West-
bury, N.Y.: Feminist Press, 1981), and Sherry Thomas, We Didn't Have Much. But
We Sure Had Plenty: Stories of Rural Women (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, An-
chor Press, 1981).
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of six South Dakota farming counties, she pointed out that at
least three-fourths of the homes in these counties stili had an out-
side water supply while only one-fifth had electricity and only
one-eighth had central heating. One of the counties examined still
had many log cabins; another was dotted with sod huts and had
more under construction."

Hargreaves thus reasoned that farm women's lives continued
to be rigorous and demanding despite the existence of emerging
technology. Another scholar supported that interpretation by
arguing that although the new technology lightened the physical
work of women, it did not alter the gender orientation of the
tasks. In other words, water pumps made it easier to draw water,
but it was still a chore performed by women; the operation of the
new sewing machines were assigned to women; and the first
crude washing machines were used almost exclusively by women.
She further observed that the new domestic technology did noth-
ing to extricate women from the domestic sphere, the importance
of which was not fully recognized by contemporary society. Nor
did technology improve the status or prestige associated with
that sphere.'''

More recently. Sue Armitage has delved specifically into the
issue of the effect of the first washing machines on women's
work, roles, and power relationships in the farm family. She dis-
covered that although the machines did make the chore of wash-
ing clothes somewhat easier, they still required a lot of physical
labor since support technology such as hot water heaters and
drains was not yet available. Thus, women still spent many physi-
cally taxing hours carrying hot water to their new washing ma-
chines or carrying dirty water away from them. In addition,
women often continued to follow traditional methods of washing

75. Hargreaves, "Women in the Agricultural Settlement of the Northern Plains,"
p. 187, For a discussion of how various kinds of South Dakota farm families allotted
their income in the 1930s to items such as housing, clothing, food, and household ac-
cessories and facilities, including power washing machines, electric lights, inside
water supply, and telephones, see W. F. Kumlien et al.. The Standard of Living of
Farm and Village Families in Six South Dakota Counties, 19S5, South Dakota
Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin, no. 320 (Brookings: South Dakota State
College, 1938). pp. 5-49. A Lawrence County study claimed that as late as 1950 only
74 percent of farms in that heavily agricultural county had electric power and that
in 1954 only 72 percent had running water. Frawley and Frawley, "Agriculture.
Dairying. Ranching," p. 114.

76. June Sochen. "Frontier Women: A Model for All Women?", South Dakota
History 7 (Winter 1976): 43.
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clothes, including making their own soap, boiling clothes before
washing, and running clothing through a rinse with bluing, even
though these processes were now outdated. Armitage concluded
that washing machines, in spite of the drawbacks, did release
some of the farm woman's time and energy for other pursuits, but
that traditional sex roles remained rigid, and a woman was kept
from using her released time to fully participate in the business
of the family farm. In Armitage's view, most women internalized
these customary sex-role prescriptions and expended their new

The washing facilities in a 1937 farm house point out
the slow adoption of new technology during the lean years.
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leisure in enhancing the quality of life for their families, an ac-
ceptable female pursuit. Armitage hypothesized that the new
technology stripped farm women's work of some of its value in
that it now appeared easier, but that the lost status was not re-
placed with other really meaningful roles and tasks.^^

Although this area of investigation clearly needs more work
before conclusions can be agreed upon, women's own documents
from this early twentieth century period do seem to uphold the
idea that little basic change occurred in their lives. When, for ex-
ample, seventy-year-old Ane Marie Jensen was complimented for
the many socks she had knitted from the wool of her own sheep as
part of the World War I effort, she brushed it off with the com-
ment, "Why, I've all my life raised sheep and knitted —that's
nothing new nor extraordinary." She pointed out that she had
raised sheep and made her living by knitting in Denmark, had
naturally continued the practice throughout her years as a settler
in the Dakotas, and had just as naturally continued the practice
into her senior years.^*

Faye Cashatt Lewis's description of her family's 1909 claim
shack also showed a great deal of continuity with women's homes/
workplaces of earlier decades. It was, she recalled, a tiny struc-
ture divided into two rooms, "a bedroom and the slightly larger
room that was used for everything else, including a bedroom for
the two boys." She explained that they "achieved some privacy in
the bedroom by dividing it in half with a cloth curtain strung on a
wire." Storage was provided by boxes kept under the beds, but,
Lewis added rather ruefully, "keeping things sorted out and in
some useful order was one of the main problems of housekeeping"
in such miniscule houses." Lewis's accounts of her mother's work
also evidenced little variation from that of the Dakota women
who preceded her. She prepared gargantuan breakfasts that con-
sisted of oatmeal, ham or bacon, eggs, slices of home-baked bread,
homemade jellies or preserves, fried potatoes, and home-baked
pies left over from the previous night's dinner. Besides preparing
huge meals, Lewis's mother also planted and tended a vegetable
garden, spent untold hours in all the usual housekeeping chores.

77. Sue ArmiUge, "Housework and Farmwork: The Changing World of Farm
Women," paper delivered at the Conference on the History of Women, St. Paul,
Minn-, 2 May 1982.

78. "One of the Knitters." p. 215.
79. Lewis, Nothing to Make a Shadow, p. 39.
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devoted at least one afternoon a week to breadbaking, and con-
stantly battled the bugs and other vermin that regularly invaded
the shack.""

Grace Fairchild's diary provides additional evidence of the con-
tinuity of farm women's lives in the Dakotas during the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Like many of her predeces-
sors, Fairchild bore nine children, six of them in less than eight
years. Recalling her years as a homesteader's wife between 1902
and 1930, she remembered performing many chores such as
butchering and curing meat, canning fruits and vegetables, and

Claim dwellings of the 1880s differed little
from this 1906 sod home near Belvidere.

preparing sauerkraut. She also brought cash income into the fam-
ily coffers by selling untold pounds of butter and taking in board-
ers. As her husband became increasingly unreliable and irascible,
she found herself performing more and more of the outdoor work,
including caring for the cattle that her husband had purchased.
Yet, despite her many trials, she maintained that she "loved liv-
ing on a homestead."*'

80. Ibid., pp. 38-40.
81. Wyman, Frontier Woman, pp. 20-21, 27, 29, 73.
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A Grand Forks woman's recollections of a 1920s' childhood
spent following her Swedish grandmother around painted a simi-
lar picture. She remembered her grandmother's handling of fam-
ily clothing, including washing on the board, boiling clothes, iron-
ing with flatirons heated on the wood stove, producing her own
iye soap for wash days, and converting flour sacks into under-
clothing. She also recalled that her grandmother dealt with food
in a traditional manner, cooking on a huge wood range. The cream
separator held the place of honor in her grandmother's kitchen,
while the butchering and rendering were done in the old-
fashioned way, with a wonderful head cheese being one of the pro-
ducts. Kerosene lanterns were still used and created a lot of work
for the women who cleaned and filled them. Housecleaning, too,
was a tedious chore since "no vacuum cleaner or other labor sav-
ing device had been purchased." To the granddaughter, "it was a
nightmare" when "the lace curtains were washed and stretched
on a prickly frame; heavy woolen quilts were washed by hand. , . .
the soot had to be cleaned out of the chimney.. . . woolen rugs
were strung over the clothes line and such pollution you never
saw when the children were elected to beat them with a targe
metal beater." Apparently, the only bow that her grandmother
made to the new technology was the use of an incubator in hatch-
ing the many chickens she raised. Even this development did not
seem attractive to her granddaughter, who commented that "the
more fortunate people ordered their chicks from the catalog."^^

That none of these women make very much of the new technol-
ogy in their descriptions of domestic labor seems to support the
view that technology was much slower in restructuring labor in
the farm home than it was in revolutionizing the work in the
barns and fields. The letters of a North Dakota farm woman, Effie
Hanson, also make this point rather clearly. Written between
1917 and 1923, these letters do mention some devices, such as an
incubator for the chickens Hanson raised, a knitting machine, can-
ning aids, a telephone, and store-bought clothing from the Sears
and Montgomery Ward catalogues. Yet, as innovative as all this
may sound, closer examination of the letters reveals that
Hanson's prevalent themes and concerns differ little from those
of the generations of women that preceded her. She spent most of
her time writing about giving birth, worrying over her children,
raising hens and selling eggs, tending her garden, sewing and

82. Lunde, Uff Da, pp. 2. 6, 8, 10, 14-15, 17. 27.
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knitting, butchering, milking and churning, selling butter and
cream, preparing food for threshers, and performing field work
such as digging potatoes. She frequently noted that she was busy,
tired, lonely, isolated, homesick, ill, and involved in an unending
round of chores. In reading Hanson's letters, one gets a sense of
timelessness that is only occasionally interrupted by a notation
regarding a sewing machine or automobile."^

Little significant change seemed to have occurred in the area of
women's political participation, either, even though a considera-
ble number of Dakota women were interested in obtaining the
right to vote as early as the 1870s. Women not only engaged in
local, state, and national suffrage associations and meetings, but
they also supported the appearances of suffragists such as
Matilda Joslyn Gage, Susan B. Anthony, and Elizabeth Cady
Stanton in Yankton and other South Dakota cities. In 1885, a
woman suffrage amendment actually passed the territorial coun-
cil and house of representatives, but it was opposed by Governor
Gilbert A. Pierce, who feared that it would interfere with the
granting of statehood. When statehood was achieved in 1889, the
South Dakota Constitution stated that male voters could remove
the word male from the document if they chose to, which would
thus extend to women the right to vote. This constitutional provi-
sion attracted Susan B. Anthony to South Dakota in 1889. As
president of the National Woman Suffrage Association, she was
convinced that with a little push from organized suffragists this
frontier region would prove its dedication to democracy and
equality by granting suffrage to its women. Despite her efforts,
and those of local suffrage organizers like General Wiliam H. H.
Beadle, Rebecca Hager, Matilda Hindman, and Women's Chris-
tian Temperance Union chapters, male voters continually re-
jected woman suffrage bills. Although many more years of suf-
frage efforts followed. South Dakota women did not receive the
right to vote until 1918, only two years before the ratification of
the Nineteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution in
1920."

83. Frances M. Wold, comp. and ed.. "The Letters of Effie Hanson. 1917 1923:
Farm Life in Troubled Times," North Dakota History 48 (Winter 1981): 20-43.

84, Waldo, Dakota, p. 202; Dorinda Riessen Reed. The Woman Suffrage Move-
ment in South Dakota, 2d ed. (Pierre: South Dakota Commission on the Status of
Women, 1975). pp. 5-7. 11-14. 18-113; and Mary Kay Jennings. "Lake County
Woman Suffrage Campaign in 1890," South Dakota History 5 (Fall 1975): 390-401.
For a detailed discussion of Susan B. Anthony's role in the 1889-1890 campaign, see
Cecelia M. Wittmayer, "The 1889-1890 Woman Suffrage Campaign: A Need to Or
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While working conditions
and equipment improved in the
twentieth century, farm, women's
tasks remained the same. At left,
a woman uses a pressure cooker and
electric range to preserve food
in 1941; below, a woman feeds
chickens on a farm Tiear
Sioux Falls in 1942.
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In spite of the long and active campaigns for woman suffrage,
the writings of many farm women only noted the issues of
women's rights and suffrage in passing. When Laura Ingalis Wil-
der accepted a proposal of marriage, she interrogated her
husband-to-be about his feelings concerning the word "obey" in
the wedding ceremony. Although he reassured her that it was un-
necessary in his view, he asked her in surprise whether she was
for "woman's rights." "No," she replied, "I do not want to vote.""
The majority of women's writings did not raise the question of
women's rights at all, their authors seemingly being much more
concerned about daily matters relating to their homes, families,
and work. Even when women were finally granted the vote, many
farm women accepted it impassively. Effie Hanson, as a case in
point, regularly recorded the fact that she went into town to vote,
but she ascribed little significance or meaning to the event.**

Clearly, much study is needed before we can even begin to
understand the political participation of farm women and their re-
sponses to their increased rights and opportunities in the politi-
cal arena. Joan M. Jensen has proposed some other important
topics regarding the lives of farm women that must be examined
in detail before the third question posed here, that is, whether
women's roles were revised in the early twentieth century or not,
can be fairly answered. The cycles of their work, based upon the
six workdays of the week and the four seasons of the year, may
yield some useful insights into their workloads. Also, a considera-
tion of ethnicity, demographic data including fertility rates, tech-
nology, and social organizations may produce some critical infor-
mation regarding many aspects of their lives.'^

In the meantime, we can only hypothesize that women's roles
were not updated along with the move to "progressive" farming.
John Faragher has theorized that, in fact:

The tendency of men to reject traditional culture in their struggle for a
more commercial world created a gender dimension to the conflict be-

ganize," South Dakota History 11 (Summer 1981): 199-225. For fuller accounts of
later suffrage crusades, see the Jane Rooker Smith Breeden Papers, 1886-1946,
Manuscript Division, SDHRC; the Mrs. John (Mamie I. Shields) Pyle Papers,
Richardson Archives, I. D. Weeks Library, University of South Dakota, Vermiltion;
and the Woman Suffrage Movement Papers, 1889-1926, Manuscript Division,
SDHRC.

85. Wilder, These Happy Golden Years, p. 269.
86. Wold, "Letters of Effie Hanson," pp. 33-34, 36, 41.
87. Joan M. Jensen, "Women and Agriculture in American History: An Over-

view," paper presented at the Conference on the History of Women, St. Paul,
Minn., 2 May 1982.
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tween traditional and popular culture. "Backward" farming was also the
farming culture in which women's work was fully integrated as an essen-
tial part; "progressive" farming might eliminate the old notions of "reci-
procity" without even a bow in the direction of women's roles ¡n work
and life,"

The potential validity of this hypothesis is corroborated by an on-
going oral-history study in upstate New York. The data indicates
that the women were not included in farm management despite
the lightening of their work load by technological advances; that
their concerns, such as child care, food production, illness, raising
chickens, and sewing, remained essentially the same from genera-
tion to generation; and that although they exercised the right to
vote, it did not change their place in the power relationships on
the farm. The investigator has tentatively concluded that
twentieth-century farm women are only slowly coming to be rec-
ognized as full and equal partners and that many of them are still
segregated in domestic ghettoes just as they were in the pioneer
period. According to her, this segregation resulted from sexist
and racist beliefs that if white farmers were to continue to be a
superior race contributing stability, virtue, and continuity to
American society, women's most important function was the
childhood training of those future (male) farmers. The home, then,
was seen as the farm woman's central focus, while the reality that
she was heavily involved in agricultural production was virtually
ignored."'

Exploratory studies and hypotheses such as these make it
clear that the topic of farm women is both exciting and complex.
As Jensen has shown, the source materials are often obscure, but
they are available. Letters and diaries of women involved in farm-
ing, farm inventories and financial records, wills and other family
documents, and oral histories are all potential mines of informa-
tion.'** Furthermore, some hard data exist as well. The census, for
example, demonstrates that between 1900 and 1930, the sex ratio
(number of maies per one hundred females) dropped in the plains
states from 109.7 to 104.2 although the national ratio only de-
creased from 104.4 to 102.5 percent. It also shows that sex ratios

88. Faragher, "History from the Inside-Out," p. 555.
89. Sarah Elbert, "Women. Work, and Family on the American Farm," paper

delivered at the Conference on the History of Women, St. Paul, Minn.. 2 May 1982.
90. Jensen, "Women and Agriculture in American History." See also the South

Dakota Oral History Project. Richardson Archives, I. D. Weeks Library, Univer-
sity of South Dakota, which includes many interviews with farm women. Tales of
the Early Days as Told to Mirandy (Hollywood, Calif.: Oxford Press, 1938) is an ex-
ample of an early published collection of oral-history interviews.
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in urban areas in the plains states went from 102.8 in 1900 to 95.7
in 1930, while the decrease on farms was only from 112.5 in 1900
to 104.3 in 1930. An examination of why such reapportionments of
the population occurred might reveal some information regard-
ing the changing lives of women. Also, census figures showing
that the birth rate decreased in the plains region during the first
decades of the twentieth century at the same time that longevity
increased would suggest some significant alterations in the fac-
tors affecting women's life cycles and work patterns. Other
changes demanding further examination include the increasing
percentage of women attending school, migrating to urban areas,
holding jobs outside the home, and seeking divorces."

What we can say with certainty about farm women in general
and South Dakota farm women in particular at this point is that,
not only does the information exist in many varied forms, but the
questions regarding their lives and roles abound as well. The
modern feminist movement, the growth of women's history, the
extensive changes experienced by contemporary women, and a
great variety of other factors have piqued the nation's curiosity
about the historical heritage of its women. Farm women, often
casually shunted aside by the inaccurate and demeaning designa-
tion "farmer's wife," are just beginning to be recognized as a tre-
mendously significant segment of American women. This emerg-
ing awareness can only lead to a heightened understanding of
farm women's numerous domestic and other contributions to the
agrarian development of the individual states and to the entire
country. Despite the fact that farm women's roles were shaped in
large part by factors beyond their control, including the three
identified here, that is, the region in which they lived, the univer-
sal character of farm women's tasks, and the continuity of these
tasks well into the twentieth century, women functioned effec-
tively and efficiently within the existing parameters of their
lives. To point out that the attention that is finally being accorded
to farm women is both long overdue and richly deserved is only to
restate what is now finally becoming obvious.

91. Wilson Cape, "Population Changes in the West North Central States,
1900-1930," Â oriA Dakota Historical Quarterly 6 (July 19321: 27691. See also
Waiter L. Slocum. Migrants from Rural South Dakota Families, South Dakota
Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin, no. 359 (Brookings: South Dakota State
College, 1942), pp. 3 17, and W. F. Kumlien, Basic Trends of Change in South
Dakota: II. Rural Life Adjustments, South Dakota Agricultural Experiment Sta-
tion Bulletin, no. 357 (Brookings: South Dakota State College, 1941), pp. 5-21.
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