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Out from the albums, the trunks, the shoeboxes, and the closet
shelves spill the line old albumen prints, card-mounted in the
style of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, stirring stored recollections. Here stands a favorite team hitched to a
bundle wagon^ Here pose familiar ancestors and neighbors and
forgotten bindlfestiffs with a long-ago-scrapped steam engine and
a steel separator that now rusts back in the hedgerow. Here loom
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Early threshing scene
Tiear Britton. South Dakota
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perfect gTain stacks that granddad constructed with care and forbade the children to slide upon.
Historians contest whether there was a golden age of American agriculture, a time before wartime boom and postwar recession disrupted the developing agricultural economy, when farmers prospered and waxed content. The golden hue of the old photographs, though, Is not entirely the product of the photogra-
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pher's toning. Evident in them is a golden age of rural culture and
agricultural endeavor on the plains. Admittedly, the photographs
are questionable evidence. Their origin perhaps owes more to a
golden age of itinerant professional photography than to the agricultural situation. Moreover, the people, machinery, and circumstances portrayed result from selection by the subjects and by
the photographers. The nostalgic reminiscences they stimulate
likewise may be the product of selective memory.
Return, though, to the images. Surely their omnipresence,
their vainglory, their evocation of a golden era demand consideration that they indeed captured men and women engaged in a
proud enterprise, and that this enterprise, the harvesting and
threshing of small grains, was the focus of a great web of rural
culture, a memorable chapter in the folklife of the Great Plains.
That folklife, or rather the portion of it devoted specifically to the
threshing of small grains, is the subject of this article. What conditions shaped the culture of threshing on the Great Plains, and
what was the folklife of that culture like?
The answers depend on the confluence of three shaping influences, the first of which was the environment of the Great Plains.
The subhumid to semiarid climate of tbe plains produced a number of peculiar conditions, among them emphasis on small grains
as cash crops; extensiveness in agriculture to compensate for relatively small return per acre; sparseness of population, which
meant scarcity of labor; a similar scarcity of capital for development; and, finally, an emphasis on mobility and flexibility as
strategies for successful enterprise. The second shaping influence was the level of technology, and in this essay, I confine my
discussion to the age of steam. Steam traction engines disembarked from flatcars and rolled onto the flatlands during the
1890s. The reign of steam engines on the Great Plains lasted
roughly into the early 1920s, when gasoline and other internal
combustion engines displaced them. Belted to the steam engines
were stationary separators, or threshing machines —wooden
ones equipped with straw elevators until a few years into the
twentieth century, then steel separators fitted with straw blowers. A discussion of threshing during the age of steam also assumes a certain level of technology for harvesting and other activities connected to threshing. Grain headers and twine binders,
horse-drawn, were the implements of harvest. Horse-drawn header barges, bundle wagons, and grain wagons were the devices of
transportation. The third shaper of threshing culture on the
plains was the agricultural economy, which from the late 1890s
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through World War I favored expansion of small-grain culture on
the plains. As wheat culture went, so went threshing, rising to a
pinnacle of prosperity during World War I and suffering recession in the years immediately thereafter. Such economic conditions, combined with the environment of the plains and the level
of technology, produced a complex of systems, roles, and traditions through which the task of small-grain threshing was accomplished.
Two basic questions defined the systems of threshing on the
plains: who owned the machinery? and who provided the labor?
By and large, farmers did not own the engines and separators
they needed for threshing. The short period of use of such machinery on any one farm and its high initial cost made such investment prohibitive for the individual farmer. This situation created
a need for threshermen, who purchased machinery, hired engineers and separator men, and provided threshing services on a
custom basis. Threshermen typically were entrepreneurs who
farmed a bit but were willing to turn their hands to any task to
make a dollar. They did road work, sawed firewood, crushed
stone, or performed other types of custom work. Threshing,
though, was the principal task and common joy of most of these
steam-engine men, who formed local and state organizations so
fraternal in spirit that they called them "brotherhoods." By 1927,
the South Dakota Brotherhood of Threshermen, founded in 1916,
claimed to be the world's largest such association. At least 120 individuals attended the brotherhood's annual meeting in Sioux
Falls that year.
If threshermen provided the necessary machinery, the answer
to who provided the labor was not so simple. The threshing cooperative or ring was the system of labor that prevailed in the midwestern states, spilled into the eastern portions of the plains, and
was occasionally resorted to even on the western plains. The
farmers of a locality agreed among themselves to exchange labor
during threshing time and to contract together with a thresherman. Sometimes they formalized the ring with a written document, but more commonly they operated on informal, verbal
agreements. They kept track of who contributed what efforts of
men and teams to the threshing of each farmer's grain, and at the
conclusion of the threshing season, they might hold an ice-cream
social at which they would assign dollar values to those efforts
and pay each other the balances. More often, the farmers merely
remembered who had contributed what to whom during threshing and then arranged compensatory labor in other farm opera-
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tions such as working cattle, filling silo, and putting up hay. Each
individual farmer paid the thresherman the bill for his farm on
the basis of the number of bushels threshed.
In the western reaches of the plains, the threshing ring, like
many another midwestern institution, succumbed to the pressures of environment. It was one proposition for midwestern
farmers to exchange a few days' labor to handle their oats and
small patches of wheat, but another for farmers on the plains to
exchange labor enough to handle far more expansive acreages of
small grains. On the high plains, the threshing season extended
for two months or even longer. Moreover, there were fewer
neighbors to help, farms being larger and farther apart than in
the Midwest. Consequently, threshermen developed and farmers
availed themselves of an alternative system for the provision of
labor, a system that I term "pure custom threshing," In pure custom threshing, the thresherman provided not only the machinery
and engineer and separator man but also the full crew of men required to do the threshing. The majority of the men he hired were
transient laborers who had come to the plains, worked the harvest for farmers, and then found long-term employment with the
thresherman. In pure custom threshing, the farmer was responsible for no aspect of the job except hauling away the grain as it fell
from the spout of the separator. The thresherman provided board
for his crew, usually by maintaining a mobile cook shack and hiring a cook. As for lodging, the crew members found it as best they
could, often sleeping in farm buildings.
Between the two extremes of ring threshing and pure custom
threshing were a variety of hybrid arrangements. For instance, it
might be agreed that instead of the thresherman providing a cook
shack and meals, the farmer, or, more accurately, his wife might
board the threshing crew. Similarly, it might be agreed that the
farmer would furnish the thresherman's coal. Agreement and tradition might also designate different practices in provision of
field labor. In the threshing of headed grain from the stack, it was
rare for there to be any other arrangement than the one in which
the thresherman furnished all requisite labor. In the threshing of
bound grain from the shock, however, a variety of stipulations
prevailed. The farmers of a locality might combine to furnish the
bundle wagons, drivers, and teams needed to transport the bundles from the field to the threshing set, with the thresherman
providing field pitchers to load the racks and bundle pitchers to
unload them at the separator. In another situation, the farmers
might bring the racks, the drivers, the teams, and the field pitch-
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ers, with the thresherman furnishing only the bundle pitchers at
the set. In such a case, the arrangement had moved as far from
pure custom threshing as was possible without becoming a pure
ring.
Within the framework of these various systems, the people
who did the work of threshing fulfilled a number of distinct roles,
the expectations of which were clear because within a few years
they had become traditional. Few spoken instructions were necessary on a threshing outfit. Workers moved to their tasks customarily and knew what was expected of them.
In most outfits the thresherman was his own engineer, unless
he owned more than one outfit and so had to hire an engineer for
each. Owner or not, the engineer, with his technical knowledge of
steam-engine operation, was regarded as the aristocrat of the
crew. This did not mean that he had little work to do. He was the
first to awake in the morning, and his whistle summoned the rest
of the crew to work. Once he had backed his engine into the belt,
his duties became more supervisory and technical than laborious;
he might then eat breakfast. He spent most of his time on the
platform of the engine itself. His supervisory duties involved the
overall coordination of the outfit rather than the minute monitoring of members of the crew. He had to be closely concerned with
the activities of the water monkey and perhaps a straw monkey,
since those two individuals contributed directly to his operation
of the engine. Either the engineer or tbe separator man had the
prerogative of stopping the machinery if necessary, and so the engineer kept an eye out for signals from the separator man.
The second most elite job on the crew was that of the separator
man, an individual recognizable by the tools protruding from the
pockets of his overalls and by the quart-size oil can in his hand.
The separator man moved around the threshing machine, watching and listening for any irregularity in its operations. He supervised the pitchers feeding the machine because, should the pitchers "slug the machine," that is, cause a clogging of straw in the
cylinder, the separator man was the one who had to dig in and
clean it out. He often observed operations by standing atop the
separator itself. During stops in the work, he made adjustments
in chains and belts and oiled moving parts. Unavoidably, the separator man occasionally had to stop the work to replace a broken
cylinder tooth or a fractured bearing.
Engineer and separator man were the only two threshing-crew
jobs considered so skilled that they might be advertised as specialized trades. Engineers and separator men often sought posi-
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On the George Bretz farm labovel in western Kansas in 1915, the
men are building a stack yard of headed wheat to await threshing.
Members of Bud Shaefer's threshing crew Ibelowl rest on their pitchforks west of Doland. South Dakota, in 1914. The plowed ground, the
four-tined forks, and the small number of crewmen indicate that
Shaefer was custom threshing headed grain from the stack.
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The separator man is in his customary place atop ihe machine
labovel as these men thresh bouJid grain from the shock near Moose
Jaw, Saskatchewan, ahout 1906. Below, a threshing ring and Archie
Baker's threshing outfit are working on the Rolland Hyde farm northwest of Castlewood, South Dakota, in 1913. All pitchers carry threetined bundle forks, except one, fifth from the left, who apparently
preferred the four-tined fork commonly used for headed grain.
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tions through advertisements in such publications as American
Thresherman, and the wording of their announcements showed
that threshermen valued experience and clean living in their
skilled employees. "WANTED —Position as traction engineer for
the coming season; have license; no boozer or cigarette fiend" was
the notice placed by Hugh Haskin of Winfred, South Dakota, in
July 1910. A Minnesotan named G. A. Drews advertised in the
same month for a "Position as separator tender on a good rig; fifteen years' experience; western Minnesota or South Dakota preferred."'
The person who supplied the engineer with water might be a
grown man, in which case he was referred to as the "tank man,"
or he might be a boy and be called the "water monkey." Hauling
water was a considerable challenge for a boy. He drove the tank
and team to the source of water, perhaps a windmill and stock
tank; dipped or hand-pumped the tank wagon full; drained the
water from the tank into the engine reservoir; and endured the
verbal abuse of the engineer. Outfits that burned straw rather
than coal required the services of a straw monkey, who, as the
name indicates, was also usually a boy. The straw monkey had a
team hitched to some sort of straw buck or rick. Using lines tied
to the blower, he directed straw to fill his rick and pulled it
around to the engineer.
As for the other male members of the threshing outfit, their
roles depended on whether the outfit was threshing bundles from
the shock or threshing bundles or headed grain from the stack.
Threshing from the shock required from four to eight bundle
wagons or racks, each with a team and driver. The driver piloted
his rack alongside the shocks or stooks standing in the field, tied
his reins to the frame, and directed his horses largely by voice
while he and the field pitchers loaded the rack. Then he drove it
back to the separator. When his turn came, he pulled alongside
the feeder at just the proper distance: too close, and the drive
belt rubbed on the bundle rack; too far away, and it was difficult
to throw bundles onto the feeder.
The field pitchers stayed in the field, moving from shock to
shock with their three-tined bundle forks, filling the racks methodically. The first bundles could be pitched on helter-skelter,
but as the rack filled, the field pitchers built up the sides carefully, laying the bundles butts out. The wagons always departed for
1. American Thresherman 13. no. 3 (July 1910): 80.
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the set with full loads, "There was a kind of unspoken code at
work: it would not be manly to leave the field with less sheaves
than some magic minimum," one Canadian thresherman intimated.^
At the set were additional bundle pitchers to help the driver
unload. One rack was situated on each side of the feeder, and from
two to four men pitched from each rack onto the feeder. They coordinated their pitching so that each bundle tossed headfirst onto
the feeder overlapped the previous one but did not pile upon it.
As one thresherman counseled his crew: "Be sure they went in
headfirst, and one at a time. Too many at once would plug the machine and make the separator man awful mad."^ Sloppy pitching
made the farmer awful mad, too, for it meant grain lost through
the blower. "Many people think that the farmer who kicks
because the pitchers working on a thresher do not pitch all the
bundles in straight and heads first, is an old fogy, or a crab,"
observed J. H. Hohaus of Brown County, South Dakota. "He may
be both, but, at that, he is certainly justified in kicking under such
circumstances."^ Most of all, advised another thresherman, "hang
onto that pitchfork. They were hard on concave teeth, and the
separator didn't digest them too well."^ One side of the crew
always had to pitch over the belt onto the feeder; consequently,
the bundle pitchers exchanged sides at regular intervals.
Threshing from the stack was somewhat different. Sometimes
bound grain was stacked, but most grain in the stack was headed
grain. Stacks of headed grain were erected at harvest time in
"yards," groups of four stacks paired two and two so a separator
could be drawn between them. The spike pitchers then pitched
from two stacks on opposite sides of the feeder. Since the grain
was in the stack yard, the only laborers required to handle it
were the spike pitchers, who pitched from the stacks onto the
feeder. Eight spike pitchers, four on each side of the feeder, constituted a full crew. They exchanged sides at intervals. Spike
pitchers used a four-tined pitchfork. They maintained an even
flow of spikes, the feeder always filled as it entered the cylinder.
2. Questionnaire returned to the author by J. A. Boan, Regina. Saskatchewan,
Mar. 1982.
3. Ibid.
4. J. H. Hohaus, "Always Feed Bundles Head First," Dakota Farmer 45 (15 July
1925); 643.
5. Questionnaire returned to the author by Ned McKinney. Krum. Tex., Feb.
1982.
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The farmer was responsible for hauling the threshed grain to
the granary or elevator. One man might handle the work with
two wagons, driving one to unload while the other filled from the
separator. Good threshing often required two men to keep up
with the unloading.
In any arrangement of labor, tbe support role of feeding the
crew was almost always a female one. In a situation where local
farmers supplied most of the labor, feeding the crew was quite a
social occasion. The farmers ate breakfast and supper at home,
but morning lunch, dinner (the noon meal), and afternoon lunch
came from the kitchen of the woman on whose farm the crew was
working. The wives and daughters of the other members of the
ring came to her house in midmorning, often bringing pies with
them. The bost farmer and his wife supplied the bulk of the food.
Tbe most common staple was fried chicken. In fact, operators of
pure custom outfits sometimes referred to threshing rings as
"cbicken and pie outfits." Quality in food was desirable, but bulk
was imperative. "At harvest time we all take a pardonable pleasure in setting a good table," noted an extension home economist
from Kansas in 1917. "Threshers are working hard and need a
heavy diet, so there should be plenty of potatoes and bread and
foods containing starch and sugars to furnish the necessary
energy for their work."*'
The cooks for most pure custom outfits were also generally
women, often with girls to assist them. Some outfits had male
cooks, and a few had man-and-wife teams. These individuals presided over the cook shack, rising early to bake in tbeir wood
stoves, setting out pans and towels for tbe crewmen to wash up
with, and putting substantial fare on tbe table or passing it out
the serving window. The cook's day extended through cleanup
after the evening meal.
Anna May Handley, a hired girl on a cook car in Saskatchewan
in 1928, recalled how food preparation and serving filled tbe entire day. "Breakfast consisted of bacon, eggs, hash brown potatoes, and a gallon of coffee," she began. "For dinner at 11:00 a.m.
we cooked a fifteen pound roast, two types of vegetables and
what seemed to me to be a half bushel of potatoes. (I had to peel
them.) All the men liked pie for dessert, so we baked three pies
every day. At 3 p.m. we took lunch out to the field. This was an-

6. Mary W. McFarlane, "Harvest Time in the Kitchen." in Twenty-first Biennial Report of the Kansas State Board of Agriculture (1917-1918), pp. 90-91.
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other gallon of coffee, sandwiches, and cookies. For supper we
had cold meats, potatoes, salads, and cake for dessert." Not even
this routine dulled Handley's appreciation of the threshing life,
however. "The highlight of our day was when we took lunch out
to the threshing crew," she recalled. "We waited until the men
had finished eating so we could bring the plates home. I enjoyed
the ride home on those beautiful autumn days, when there wasn't
a breath of wind and a haze hung over the landscape. It felt good
to be alive."'
The most oppressive manner of boarding occurred when the
farmer and the thresherman agreed that the farm wife would
board the crew of the thresherman. In such situations, the farm
wife could count on little help from neighbors because their men
were not involved in the threshing operation. With the help of
daughters or a hired girl, the farm wife had to turn out all the
meals consumed by the thresherman's crew. She did not relish social contact with these individuals. (Farm wives were notable advocates for the adoption of the combine during the 1920s). A
thresherman named M. T. Austin testified that this onerous system of the farm wife boarding the custom crew was common in
southwestern South Dakota between 1906 and 1910. "Farmers
always haul the coal, take away the grain and board us while
threshing," he said.^
With every participant understanding his role, and barring
breakdowns of machinery, operations proceeded with amazing
smoothness, workers taking positions and doing their jobs without audible commands. More remarkable yet was the easy, natural fashion in which a crew accomplished a move of the outfit.
Upon completion of threshing at a particular farm site or stack
yard, the engineer pulled the engine forward to loosen the belt,
while the separator man gathered his gear together. Men from
the crew shouldered the belt off the engine and stashed it inside
the separator. The engineer wheeled his machine around and
backed up to hitch it to the separator. If there were a cook shack,
the men hitched it behind. Then they climbed aboard the separator or the bundle wagons to ride to the next site or yard. Arriving

7. Anna May Handley, "Cook Car Apprentice Has Hard Experience," Western
Producer, 15 Jan. 1981, Clippings Files, Prairie History Room, Regina Public Library, Regina, Saskatchewan.
8- M. T. Austin, "Threshing in Southwestern South Dakota," American Thresherman 13, no. 3 (July 1910): 15.
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In 191?7iearForemost, Alberta, women carry the lunch to thefieldfora threshing
crew on the Tom Whittle farm. Below, Ed Kenworthy drinks from a burlapcovered water jug during a break in the work near Rocky ford. Alberta, in 1929.
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Above, area residents are in at the "finish" of the threshing of six hundred acres
of rye near Winner, South Dakota. In western Kansas about 1905, George Bretz's
threshing crew (below) stands atop his Avery separator, which is hitched to move.
The extension feeder is pulled on top of the separator for the trip.
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there, they efficiently accomplished the process known as "making a set" or "lining up." The engineer drove into the stack yard
or to where the farmer wanted the straw stack. Hands leaped to
earth, unhitched the separator, and commenced leveling it, taking a spade of earth from here and there beneath the wheels, with
the final judgment in this matter being that of the separator man.
Meanwhile, the engineer pulled the engine around in a circle to
come back facing the separator, lining up with the separator by
"eyeballing." The hands were already stretching the belt out
from the separator. The engineer crept closer; a hand shouldered
the belt onto the engine; the engineer backed into the belt; and
the outfit was ready to thresh again, the pitchers taking up their
forks.
Discussion of broad systems and even individual roles involved
in threshing does not highlight many of the more subtle traditions that ornamented the fabric of its folklife. Detailed interviewing and photographic study reveal some of these things: the
crockery water jug (often with a spoonful of oatmeal added to the
water to combat the diarrhetic effects of alkaline water) wrapped
in burlap and stashed beneath the separator; the pitchforks
stacked like stands of arms, handles to earth, tines entwined. One
of the best indications of the distinctiveness of threshing was its
vocabulary. Threshers spoke of "making a set," "slugging the cylinder," and "making a good day's run." One of their most notable
traits of speech was their habit of making a person the object of
the verb "thresh." If they were threshing on the farm of someone
named Swenson. they would not thresh Swenson's wheat, they
would "thresh Swenson," or worse yet, "thresh out Swenson,"
That usage brings to mind the habit that one Texas thresherman
had of saying to his farmer-customer at the end of the day, "Well,
you may not feel or look like it, but you sure got a threshing today."'
Such lingo spoke no more articulately than the nonverbal communication of the steam whistle. "How I still remember how the
steam whistle sounded," recalled one resident of Lane County,
Kansas. "You could hear it for a mile on still days. One to stop —
two to start —three for water, and four for wheat wagons,"'" As
this fellow indicated, steam threshing outfits had definite codes
of whistle signals given by the engineer. Collections of steam9. Questionnaire from Ned McKinney.
10. Guy V. Bretz, Buffalo, Mo., to the author. 22 Mar. 1981.
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whistle signals from various individuals and regions vary somewhat. According to a North Dakotan, in his neighborhood if the
engineer wanted the pitchers to stop pitching, he gave one short
peep. Two short ones meant to start pitching again. If he was running low on water, he gave three long blasts. If the grain wagon
was getting full, he signaled with two long blasts for the haulers
to hurry with another wagon. Three short toots told the bundlewagon drivers to hustle in from the field with more bundles. One
long blast meant quitting time. "Then there was the one that used
to send a tingle down my back," he recalled. "That was when we
heard four long blasts, which meant the boss was wanted for
some reason or another.""
Steam whistles, aspiring entrepreneurs, stolid workers, hearty
meals —the collection of images and sounds that I have presented
may seem too idyllic, especially since labor historians have made
mucb of the Industrial Workers of the World and class conflict in
the wheatlands. Although the recollections of threshermen, farmers, and bindlestiffs contain some references to such antipathies,
the theme of common endeavor, and even of romance, is much
stronger. The severity of life with a threshing outfit was not so
great nor the rewards so slight as to discourage the development
of a threshing culture on the plains, even where wage labor was a
part of the system. This is the culture of which I have written,
one in which traditional expectations and common knowledge
governed behavior. Its members were moved by the spectacle of
wheat-raising on the plains, by the wonders of steam technology,
and by a consciousness of place in the economic order. This lost
culture of the plains deserves fuller explication than the mute
language of albumen prints.
11. Questionnaire returned to the author by William J. Lies, New Rockford.
N.Dak., Oct. 1981.
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