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"Holy Women" and
Housekeepers: Women
Teachers on South Dakota
Reservations, 1885-1910
SUSAN PETERSON

Most studies of Indian assimilation leave the reader with the
impression that this task was undertaken by men alone. While it
is true that males provided the leadership in their roles as government officials and mission operators, the activities of the
countless women who taught on the reservations must not be ignored. Examination of turn-of-the-century government files dealing with Bureau of Indian Affairs female employees on the Rosebud and Pine Ridge reservations in South Dakota reveals that the
largest female group was employed to teach domestic skills to
young Indian girls. These women were the products of a
nineteenth-century movement to provide education for women,
who, in turn, would pass on middle-class values as housewives
and teachers in both the settled areas of the East and the frontier
regions of the West. The prevailing opinion was that females
could help to civilize the frontier and aid in the assimilation of
American Indians.
Acceptance of women as teachers had taken several generations, but it grew out of an ideology that saw the proper role for
women as one of piety, purity, and domesticity. Women were
given the duty of serving as moral guardians because of their special characteristics of gentleness and self-sacrifice. Wives were
assumed to exert a taming influence on their rough-hewn husbands and were expected to raise their children to be honorable
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citizens. Women toiled in a separate sphere from men, a sphere
that was given overwhelming importance while at the same time
it restricted their lives. Gradually, a society that saw women as
morally superior to men and entrusted child-rearing to them
grew to accept the idea of women's education and finally the idea
of women as teachers. The argument that an educated woman
would be a better wife and mother was a sensible one, and schools
for girls began preparing students for their role as moral guardians. By the mld"1800s, leaders in the drive for the education of
women began to push to widen the female sphere to include
teaching. They argued that women, because of their natural role
as nurturers of children, would be more suitable as teachers than
men. This argument coincided with a growing demand for teachers in the developing public school systems of northern and midwestern states, where the demand for teachers was much greater
than the supply of willing men. The solution was to turn to
women who were willing, and also less expensive than male
teachers. By the mid-1880s, more than 60 percent of all teachers
in the United States were women.
The concept of women as "civilizers" and moral guardians applied especially to the frontier and to its native inhabitants.
Whether Protestant or Catholic, the Indian missions founded in
the 1800s were served by female teachers. Catholic religious
orders of women, who had served as teachers in this country
since the arrival of French Ursulines in New Orleans in the 1720s,
were active among Indian tribes west of the Mississippi by the
1840s. Nuns were viewed as excellent civilizers because their
moral guardianship, spirit of self-sacrifice, and obedience were
without question. To the priests and bishops, they were vital to
the survival and success of missions. Thus, by the late nineteenth
century, the involvement of women in the process of assimilating
the tribes was considered both natural and beneficial.*
1. For more information concerning women's education and Catholic religious
communities, see Kathryn Kish Sklar, Catharine Beecker: A Study in American
Domesticity (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1973); Joan M. Jensen and
Darlis A. Miller, "Gentle Tamers Revisited: New Approaches to the History of
Women in the American West," Pacific HistonccU Review 49 (May 1980): 173-214;
Sister M. Evangeline Thomas, "The Role of Women Religious in Kansas History,
1841-1981." Kansas History 4 (Spring 1981): 53-63; Susan Peterson, "Religious Communities of Women in the West: The Presentation Sister's Adaptation to the
Northern Plains Frontier," Journal of the West 21 (Apr. 1982): 65-70; and Susan
Peterson, "From Paradise to Prairie: The Presentation Sisters in Dakota,
1880-1896," South Dakota History 10 (Summer 1980): 210-22.
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"Holy Women" and Housekeepers
Never questioning the value of their work or the superiority of
their Angio-European culture, female teachers were an essential
part of the implementation of federal Indian education policy.
The women discussed in this study belonged to two groups, the
Sisters of Saint Francis who worked at Saint Francis Mission on
the Rosebud Indian Reservation, and day school employees —
called housekeepers in Bureau of Indian Affairs records —who
worked on the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation. The two reservations were located adjacent to each other in the southwestern
quarter of South Dakota. The two groups of women shared many
similarities, but they also exhibited several important differences between 1885 and 1910 when both groups worked among
the Sioux in South Dakota. One important aspect of teaching on
the reservation that both had to deal with was the fluctuations of
government policy. Another was adjustment to the environment,
and a third was their secondary positions in relationship to the
hien who taught with them. The most obvious difference between
the nuns and the day school housekeepers was religion, but this
difference should not obscure the fact that the goal of both missionaries and government officials was the assimilation of the native peoples. Whether they were Catholic or Protestant, their
desire to bring the tribes into the mainstream of American life
was essentially the same. Other differences between the nuns
and the day school housekeepers included such factors as the age
groups taught, the degree of isolation experienced, and the
length of tenure on the reservation.
Federal Indian education policy was anything but stable between 1880 and 1910. First, President Grant's "peace policy"
ended in the early 1880s, thus opening more reservations in
Dakota Territory to Catholic missionaries. At the request of Rev.
Martin Marty, O.S.B., the bishop of the territory, Jesuit priests
began missions on the Rosebud and Pine Ridge by 1885. The
boarding schools they opened were called contract schools by Office of Indian Affairs officials. The government allocated rations
and fifty dollars a year per child to the missionaries in return for
their providing a curriculum that combined academic instruction
with industrial training. Saint Francis Mission School was such
an enterprise when it opened in 1886.^
2. William T. Hagan, American Indians, Chicago History of American Civilization series (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961), p. I l l ; "Chronicle, St.
Francis Mission," p. 1, Bureau of Catholic Indian Missions, Archives, Memorial
Library, Marquette University, Milwaukee, Wis. (hereafter cited BCIM).
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Next in the continuing fluctuations of education policy, federal
officials decided to discontinue the contract schools in favor of
government-operated boarding schools on the reservations.
Thus, by the mid-1890s, Saint Francis Mission School found itself
in competition with a government boarding school on the Rosebud. The two schools vied for students and then for the loyalty of
students' parents because, in the early twentieth century, the
missions once again had access to federal support. As a result of
the United States Supreme Court decision Quick Bear v. Leupp
in 1908, an Indian father was allowed to send his children to the
school of his choice and to designate that his share of tribal education funds be transferred to that school's treasury. Parents designated school support by signing an annual petition that was forwarded to the Office of Indian Affairs.^
An important feature of education policy that coincided with
the founding of government boarding schools in the 1890s was the
establishment of government day schools to serve elementary
pupils. Protestant missionaries were the first to build day schools
on the reservations, and goverment administrators experimented with them in order to satisfy the Indian parents who complained that the boarding schools were too far away from their
camps for smaller children to attend. The day school buiid-up
began in the early 1890s and lasted until 1910-1911, when yet another phase of Indian education policy began —the push to educate Indian children in the public schools.*
The founding of Saint Francis Mission School in 1886 included
the appearance of members of the Sisters of Penance and Christian Charity of the Third Order of Saint Francis, who were known
more simply as the Sisters of Saint Francis or the Franciscans.
3. "Chronicle," p. 24; Sister M. Florence Southall, "The Work of the Jesuit
Fathers and the Franciscan Sisters among the Teton Sioux Indians of South
Dakota" (M.A. thesis, Marquette University, 1964), pp. 53-54, For a thorough discussion oí changing education policy as it affected Catholic mission schools during
this time period, see Francis Paul Prucha, The Churches and the Indian Schools,
1888-1912 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1979).
4. Elaine Goodate Eastman, Sister to the Sioux: The Memoirs of Elaine Goodale
EastmaTi, 1885-91, ed. Kay Graber, Pioneer Heritage Series, no. 7 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1978). pp. 23-32 passim; Margaret Szasz, Education and the
American Indian: The Road to Self-De termination, 1928-197S (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1974), pp. 10-11; Superintendent J. R. Brennan, Education Correspondence. Pine Ridge Agency, Series 161, June 1910-1912, Records of
the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Record Group 75, Federal Archives and Records
Center, Kansas City, Mo. (hereafter cited KC FARC).
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"Holy Women" and Housekeepers
These sisters, whose American motherhouse was located in
Stella Niagra, New York, were invited to Dakota Territory by
Bishop Marty. The Jesuit missionaries needed a group of nuns to
serve as teachers at the mission school they were building eight
miles southwest of Rosebud Agency. The sisters applied for permission to their motherhouse in Holland, and in March 1886, they
sent three of their members to the mission. The order's historical
record reads that the "sisters were chosen to instruct the Indians
in reading, writing, housework, and manual occupation."^ Upon
their arrival, the nuns set about preparing for the opening of the
school. The Jesuits had named the station Saint Francis Mission,
and it was well equipped through the generosity of an eastern
benefactor, Katharine Drexel of Philadelphia. She had donated
the funds needed to build a facility large enough to accommodate
more than seventy-five children. Two years later. Drexel was also
the benefactor of the Holy Rosary Mission established by the
Jesuits on the Pine Ridge reservation.*'
The usual method of assigning a sister to a particular mission
involved identifying the needs of the location as well as those of
the other places served by the order. Sisters were then selected
from a list of available teachers, cooks, seamstresses, and so on
and assigned according to their ability to meet the identified
needs. Through this process, for instance, more than thirty Sisters of Saint Francis worked at Holy Rosary Mission between
1888 and 1910, the largest number being teachers (eleven) but
also including seamstresses (six), housekeepers (four), and cooks
(three). Most of the teaching sisters had entered the order from
homes in New York and were of English, German, or Irish ancestry. They received their high school education at the convent
school if they had not already graduated before entering the
order. Those sisters who were destined for the classroom could
follow one of two routes to certification, which had been required
by the bishop of Buffalo, New York, since the late 1880s. They
could either attend a normal school or take examinations given by
the Board of Regents of the University of the State of New York.
Thus, most sisters teaching at the Saint Francis and Holy Rosary
missions had some preparation as teachers. A few examples in-

5. "Chronicle," p. 1.
6. "Sisters Serving at South Dakota Missions, 1886-1910,'" Archives. Sisters of
Saint Francis, Stella Niagara, N.Y.: Louis J. Goll, S.J.. Jesuit Missions among the
Sioux (Saint Francis, S.Dak.: Saint Francis Mission. 1940), p. 25.
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Sewing class. Saint Francis Mission, about 1910

elude Sister Adelaide Bihier, who taught on the Rosebud from
1908 to 1911. She had graduated from Sacred Heart Academy and
attended its normal department before moving to the mission,
where she taught grades five through eight. Sister Cypriana Gulker taught at both Saint Francis and Holy Rosary missions between 1888 and 1910. She was one of the order's few German
members and had attended two years of normal school in Germany before coming to the United States. Some sisters, however,
performed domestic duties; Sister Wallburga Hartmann, for example, was a seamstress who taught sewing to Indian girls at
Saint Francis from 1886 to 1888.^
In the first years of operation. Saint Francis Mission School
showed a gradually increasing enrollment and an expanding curriculum. Fifty children registered for the first term of school in
June 1886, but only three pupils appeared the first day. In spite of
this meager beginning, enrollment during the school's first year
of operation averaged approximately sixty boys and girls. By
1890, the number had increased to one hundred eight, and similar
tallies in 1900 and 1910 showed figures of more than two hundred
and more than three hundred respectively. As the number of stu7. "Sisters Serving at South Dakota Missions."
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dents increased, so did the number of sisters employed at the mission. By 1910, a total of sixteen nuns were teaching academic and
domestic subjects. During the school's first years, when enrollment was small, all students were taught in one room, and they
were merely divided into two groups, older children and younger
children. By 1890, however, there were students in grades one
through eight, and they were segregated by sex in all grades except kindergarten.^
The teachers followed a curriculum that consisted of half a day
spent in labor and half a day in academic study. The tasks performed by students were at first simple chores, such as helping
with the mission cooking and washing for the girls and hauling
water and gathering firewood for the boys. As the years passed,
the girls received instruction in the domestic arts —needlework,
sewing, cleaning, and cooking —from the sisters, while the boys
were taught stock-raising and farming techniques by the Jesuit
brothers. In the early years, academic instruction was hampered
by the language barrier and a scarcity of textbooks, and class8. "Chronicle," pp. 4, 9, 12; Correspondence, St. Francis Mission, 1896, BCIM;
School Reports, St. Francis Mission, 1900-1905. 1906 1911. BCIM.

Needlework class, early lQOOs
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room work involved large amounts of recitation and drill. Within
a few years, the academic curriculum consisted of geography, history, English, arithmetic, and spelling. Most of the nuns taught
the domestic subjects, but some were academic teachers. In 1890,
for example, three of the eleven resident sisters were classroom
teachers, while eight taught housekeeping skills. In 1900, six of
the thirteen nuns taught academic subjects."
The dangers the Sisters of Saint Francis faced at the mission
on the Rosebud were varied. They had to combat disease both
among the students and within the entire mission community,
and outbreaks of influenza, measles, and scarlet fever were common. Fire was another constant danger. The early mission buildings were wooden-frame structures, and the continual winds on
the prairie carried sparks from cooking or heating fires onto the
roofs of dormitories and classrooms. Prairie fires were also a
threat. One prairie fire destroyed much of the original mission
compound, and smaller fires took their toll throughout the
years.'"
The most noteworthy danger the sisters faced, however, was
the unrest that accompanied the Ghost Dance movement and culminated in the Wounded Knee conflict of December 1890. While it
is true that the Pine Ridge, rather than the Rosebud, was the
scene of the major confrontation, for a time the non-Indian populations of both reservations feared for their lives. Publicity about
the confrontation spread east to New York and caused the nuns'
superior to request that they leave the reservations for safety
and stay at a Franciscan convent in Omaha. The sisters declined
to leave the Rosebud and continued at the mission, which remained quiet throughout the incident. The Jesuit supervisors reported that the nuns enjoyed a position of respect among the reservation dwellers. At first a strange sight to the Indians in their
long, dark habits, the nuns gradually earned the gratitude of
tribal members whose children they taught. Because this order of
Franciscans was a congregation of sisters under simple vows,
they had never been required to practice enclosure, or cloister,
and thus did not seclude themselves from their Indian neighbors.
They became well known in the community, and the Indians

9. "Chronicle," pp. 4, 9, 18, 21, 25; Correspondence, St. Francis Mission, 1890,
BCIM; School Reports, St. Francis Mission, 1900-1905, 1906-1911, BCIM; Southall,
"Work of the Jesuit Fathers and the Franciscan Sisters," pp. 35, 42, 51.
10. "Chronicle," pp. 33-40 passim, 41, 45.
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called them "holy women" and insured their safety when danger
arose."
The first twenty-five years at Saint Francis Mission School
were years of expansion and development, and by 1910, the sisters enjoyed a large degree of stability and respect within the
reservation community. The second group of teachers, the day
school housekeepers employed on the Pine Ridge reservation,
were not as fortunate. Day schools had first been used by Protestant missionaries on other reservations in Dakota Territory, and,
by the early 1890s, government officials began building day
schools to accommodate the youngest school-age children. The
plan was to develop one-room schoolhouses scattered across the
reservation. From a small beginning, day schools proliferated on
the Pine Ridge to reach a total of thirty-two by the early years of
the twentieth century, but they had declined to sixteen by 1910
when officials began phasing out the experiment. The average attendance at a day school was twenty-five students. Each day
school was staffed by a teacher and a housekeeper, ideally a husband and wife, who lived in quarters close to the school. The
teacher concerned himself with academic subjects and industrial
training for the boys, and the housekeeper —aside from taking
care of her husband —supervised domestic training for the girls.
Most of the day school employees were husband-and-wife teams,
but a few housekeepers also served as companions assigned to
the few female teachers. In 1895, for instance, nine of fourteen
housekeepers were married to day school teachers, and in 1905,
all but two of the thirty-three housekeepers employed were married.'^
Housekeepers had no specific training for their duties. They
showed young Indian females how to cook and clean, and it was
probably assumed that since mothers passed knowledge of doll. Correspondence, Holy Rosary Mission, 1891, BCIM; Rev. Florentine Digmann, "History of St. Francis Mission, 1886-1922," p. 29, BCIM; Southall, "Work of
the Jesuit Fathers and the Franciscan Sisters," p. 46; Goll. Jesuit Missions among
the Sioux, p. 28; Sister M. Claudia Duratschek, The Beginnings of Catholicism in
Soutk Dakota: A Dissertation (Washington. D.C.: Catholic University of America
Press, 1943), p. 101; Sister Mary Serbacki. Provincial Archivist, Sisters of Saint
Francis, Stella Niagara. N.Y., to the author, 23 June 1981.
12. Eastman, Sister to the Sioux, pp. 23-32 passim; Szasz, Education and the
American Indian, pp. 10-11; Estelle Fuchs and Robert J. Havighurst, To Live on
This Earth: American Indian Education (Garden City. N.Y.: Doubleday & Co.,
1972), p. 9; Record of Employees. Pine Ridge Agency, Series 32, vol. 1, 1879-1904.
vol. 2, 1904-1914. RG 75, KC FARC; Letters Sent by Day School Inspectors, Series
158. vois. 1, 5. RG 75. KC FARC.
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mesticity to their daughters, they could ably do the same for
their Indian charges. Because the small number of women who
were actually designated as "teachers" in the day schools were
selected only if they had some normal school training, few of the
housekeepers "moved up" to the higher pay and status that
teachers enjoyed, even though the housekeepers' role was an essential part of the education and assimilation process. While the
number of day school teachers and housekeepers on the reservation fluctuated during the years of the day school experiment, the
salaries of teachers rose as the salaries for housekeepers remained constant. In 1900, a teacher received six hundred dollars
per year, and a housekeeper was paid three hundred. By 1910,

Boys cutting wood. Day School No. 27, Pine Ridge reservation

teachers' salaries had increased to seven hundred twenty dollars
a year, but housekeepers still earned only three hundred.'^
The day school teachers and housekeepers followed a simpler
version of the curriculum used in mission and government boarding schools. With assimilation as their chief goal, the day school
employees were to prepare the students for promotion to boarding schools once they showed competence in English, arithmetic.

13. Record of Employees. Pine Ridge Agency. Series 32, vols. 1, 2. and Letters
Sent by Day School Inspectors. Series 158. vols. 1, 5. RG 75. KC FARC.
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and geography. Thus, their curriculum included industrial training for boys and girls as well as courses in English-speaking, geography, hygiene, and punctuality. Domestic training for girls
consisted of hand sewing, cleaning the school building, doing laundry, and preparing the noon meal with daily rations sent from the
agency. This meal was cooked and served for two reasons: first,
to give the girls practice in food preparation, and second, to ensure a daily meal for students who attended classes. Industrial
training for the boys included cutting wood, drawing water, gardening, and keeping the outdoor premises tidy.'*
The day schools were regularly evaluated by the day school inspector and by field matrons. The office of day school inspector

Girls doing lauTidry, Day School No. 29, Pine Ridge reservation

evolved out of the experience of Elaine Goodale, who had served
as a teacher in a government day school experiment on Lower
Brule Indian Reservation in the late 1880s. She was then appointed as the first supervisor of education for all Sioux reservations in the territory. Chief among her duties was traveling
throughout the reservations, visiting both mission and government schools, and evaluating their teachers, curricula, and facili-

14. Letters Sent by Day School Inspectors, Series 158, vol. 5, and Essays and
Reports, Pine Ridge Agency, Series 193, 1905, RG 75, KC FARC.
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ties. Subsequently, the duties were divided between the supervisor of education and the day school inspector after Goodale left
the Indian Service upon her marriage to Charles Eastman, agency physician at Pine Ridge, in 1891.
Field matrons (comparable to county home extension agents)
were located on all reservations in the state under the supervision of officials at each agency. They traveled throughout the reservation to which they were assigned, evaluating health standards and nutrition levels of Indian mothers, and they called on
housekeepers to help in assimilation efforts. Housekeepers were
expected to treat the Indian children as their own, give them advice, and teach them how to plan their households. The field matrons encouraged the housekeepers to take the students into
their own homes and to join them for social gatherings, field
trips, and church holidays. One field matron stated that the
housekeepers were essential to the assimilation process because
they had the most contact with the young Indian girls and could
thus succeed where the field matrons could not. The matrons and
the day school inspector reminded both teachers and housekeepers that they should set an example for their young students
and challenged them to combine educational zeal and missionary
spirit in their work.^^
Some characteristics of the women who served as housekeepers can be seen in the Pine Ridge Agency school records for
the years 1900 and 1910. Most housekeepers were white, but a
few Indian women married to teachers also served as housekeepers—approximately ten within the fifteen years of the experiment. The housekeepers' ages ranged from nineteen to fiftyfive, but nearly half of them were in their thirties (twenty-nine of
sixty-eight}. A few came to the Pine Ridge from as far away as
New England and California, but most were from the midwestern
states of Wisconsin, Illinois, Ohio, and Indiana (thirty-five of
sixty-eight). A few of them were single women who performed
housekeeping duties for single female teachers (eight of thirtynine in 1910), although more often the housekeepers were married to the teachers at the day schools. Reports for 1900 state
that all of the thirty-four housekeepers were married.**

15. Ibid.; Eastman, Sister to the Sioux, pp. 116-20. 170.
16. Record of Employees, Pine Ridge Agency, Series 32, vol. 1 (1900). vol. 2 (1910),
RG 75. KC FARC. The records are incomplete in some cases and include replacements as well as continuing employees.
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The day school experiment on the Pine Ridge was short-lived.
The program proved to be expensive, and government officials
expressed concern that it was not accomplishing its goals fast
enough. One such official, H. B. Pearis, wrote that since the public
schools had been the best place for the immigrants to assimilate,
this fact should hold true for Indians as well. They should be sent
to public schools on the reservations where they could be "Americanized" more rapidly. Therefore, Bureau of Indian Affairs administrators at Pine Ridge posted letters to parents encouraging
them to send their children to public schools. This action signaled
the end of the day schools until they were revived during John
Collier's administration as commisioner of Indian affairs in the
1930s.''
During the years 1885 through 1910, the women teachers on
South Dakota reservations, nuns and housekeepers alike, shared
the necessity of adjusting to the environment. The Sisters of
Saint Francis came to the territory from New York, and most of
the housekeepers came from the Midwest; thus, the harsh conditions they faced were unfamiliar to both. The sparsely populated
country, the unstable climate, and the different culture of the
Sioux were factors that both groups of women had to adapt to.
Both groups also had male superiors, the Jesuit priests and brothers at Saint Francis Mission and the usually male day school
teachers who supervised the housekeepers' activities. There is no
evidence, however, that the women resented this male supervision. Nuns had a centuries-long tradition of humility and subservience to the male guidance of religious orders or parish priests,
and the Sisters of Saint Francis were no exception. They readily
acquiesced to the directives of the Jesuits, and these men spoke
for the sisters in all aspects of their relations with Bureau of
Indian Affairs officials.
It is also safe to assume that housekeepers deferred to masculine authority because most of them were wives of male day
school teachers who spoke on the women's behalf with government officials when necessary. These women were not feminists
interested in women's rights. In fact, one housekeeper com-

17. Hagan, American Indians, pp. 155-56; Fuchs and Havighurst. To Live on This
Earth, p. 8; Szasz, Education and the American Indian, p. 11; Superintendent J. R.
Brennan, Education Correspondence, Series 161, June 1910-1912, RG 75 KC
FARC.
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mented that there was no need for woman suffrage. Both sisters
and housekeepers echoed the traditional position that a woman
should make her husband happy in order to have a happy home,
and they taught their female students with this goal in mind. One
male day school teacher voiced a generally held view at a
teacher's conference in 1905 when he said that the only caucus
women shouid engage in was one held around the fireplace. Although there might have been private disagreement over suffrage among the housekeepers, none of those at the 1905 meeting
challenged his point of view.^^
Differences between the housekeepers and the nuns appear in
the degree of isolation experienced, the age groups taught, and
the length of time spent in Indian education. Even though the
women shared the same geographical environment, and neither
group was forced to travel great distances because their living
quarters were located close to the schools, the housekeepers
were more isolated than the sisters, who lived in a community of
other nuns. The day schools were scattered throughout the reservation, ten to fifteen miles apart. The day school built farthest
from the Pine Ridge Agency was Day School Number Twentynine, located almost fifty miles to the northeast. Often day
schools were constructed near churches, as in the cases of Day
School Number Two, which was located across the White River
from a Presbyterian church nearly forty miles north of the agency, and Day School Number Six, which was established between
an Episcopal and a Catholic church thirty miles northwest of the
agency. The convent's community atmosphere provided support
as new sisters adjusted to the environment and faced unfamiliar
dangers. It allowed the nuns to develop a sense of stability that
the housekeepers never achieved. In their solitary quarters near
the day schools, the housekeepers often had no other non-Indian
neighbors to help them combat loneliness, and, although they
were busy supervising their Indian students, they must surely
have missed adult female companionship.
The teaching situations of the two groups of women constituted another difference in their experiences. The sisters worked
with younger as well as older students and presented a more varied and advanced curriculum than that offered at the day schools.
Their pupils lived at the mission during the school year, whereas
18. Record of Employees, Pine Ridge Agency, Series 32. vols. 1, 2, RG 75, KC
FARC; "Chronicle," p. 1; Essays and Reports, Pine Ridge Agency, Series 193. RG
75, KC FARC.
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Exterior and interior of Day School No. 29, Pine Ridge reservation

the day school pupils returned home each day after class. The
mission boarding school housed grades one through eight, while
the day schools served as "feeders" to the government boarding
schools. Finally, the women's situations differed in the length of
time that each group was involved in Indian education on the
respective reservations. The Sisters of Saint Francis on the
Rosebud became permanent residents of the mission and served
the school into the 1970s, when it was turned over to the tribe.
The housekeepers, on the other hand, served for little more than
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twenty years, from the early 1890s to about 1912, and did not experience the same sense of stability that the nuns did."
Whether the women teachers on the Rosebud and Pine Ridge
reservations in South Dakota at the turn of the century were
"holy women" or housekeepers, they did provide an essential service in the attempt to educate the Sioux for assimilation into the
dominant white culture. They were able to serve as teachers
because their society assumed that women made good teachers —
especially of children —because such a function was an extension
of the female domestic role. Those who introduced the nuns and
housekeepers onto the reservations had little doubt that the
women could help to civilize the tribes. Much more than the mere
conveying of academic subjects was intended. Female teachers
were to be the spearheads of middle-class culture. These women
were neither innovators nor rebels, but their experiences belong
in the emerging story of women teachers in the West.
19. When Commissioner of Indian Affairs John Collier revived the day school
concept in the 1930s, housekeepers once again appeared as employees of the
Bureau of Indian Affairs. Map of Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, South Dakota,
1914, RG 75. KC FARC.
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