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Keeping the Faith:
Bertha Martinsky in
West River South Dakota
ORLANDO J. GOERING AND VIOLET MILLER GOERJNG

As one of the last areas in the United States to be opened to homesteaders,
the region west of the Missouri River in South Dakota attracted more than
one hundred thousand settlers between 1900 and 1915.' These people,
mostly young and of various ethnic and geographical backgrounds, arrived in
search of opportunities not available in more familiar surroundings. Among
this diverse group was Bertha Martinsky, a Russian immigrant who homesteaded as a single parent near the town of Interior. When her Badlands
homestead did not prove to be the lucrative investment she had hoped for,
she had the vision to revise her dream and create a new place for hetself as a
business owner in the ranching community of Kadoka. This combination of
determination and resilience enabled Martinsky to survive the rigors of
homesteading and business on the frontier and remain a devout Orthodox
Jew despite her isolation.
Martinsky was born Bailey Cohen at either Kovno, Lithuania, or Suwalki,
Poland, both of which were border towns under Russian rule.' Life under the
czars during the nineteenth century was harsh for Russian Jews, who were
restricted to a specific area called the Pale of Settlement between the Black
1. Paula M. Nelson, Afier the Wesi Was Won: Homestea/ùtrs and Town-BuiUers in Western
South Dakota. 1900-19J 7 (Iow3 City: University of Iowa Press, 1986), p. xiv.
2. Howard Shaff and Audrey Shaff, Paving the Way: The Life of Morris E. Aáelstein (Keystone, S.Dak.: Permelia Publishing. [1988]), pp. 6-7. Several t'ainily members believe that [he
Cohen iamÜy name was changed from Gabalski or Gabowski upon immigration to America.
Ibid., p. 5.
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and Baltic seas. Denied admittance to universities and barred from many professions and trades, Jews suffered further in the wake of the Industrial Revolution as factories displaced cottage craftsmen. Waves of pogroms—
officially condoned attacks on Jewish enclaves—^swept across the Pale in the
aftermath of the 1881 assassination of C^ar Alexander II, one of Russia's
more liberal rulers. Most dreaded of all the hardships facing Jewish families,
however, was the conscription of sons into military service. Harassed and
impoverished, people from hundreds of small Jewish shtetls began a mass
exodus that continued until the outbreak of World War I and involved over
one-third of Russia's Jewish population.^
Bailey Cohen and her husband, Meyer Edelstein, her mother, and several
brothers joined this stream of outmigration in 1891, after the eldest Cohen
son received orders to report to the Russian army. Joseph Cohen, Bailey's
father, was already working in the United States to earn passage money, and
the family left immediately to join him. After dividing to make the treacherous border crossing from Russia, the Cohen family reassembled, probably
at Brody, Austria, the clearing house for Jews emigrating to America. From a
Black Sea port, they either sailed directly to New York or shipped out of Liverpool. The last leg of the long trek was by rail from New York to Des
Moines, Iowa, where friends and relatives from their home area were already
established and ready to assist them. Des Moines, with a population of just
over fifty thousand people in 1890, had a Jewish community of about five
hundred divided into two congregations—the German families on the west
side, and the Eastern Europeans on the east. The Cohens settled in the packing-house district on the east side with Idnfolk from Poland and Lithuania.''
Bailey Cohen, or Bertha, as she came to be known, was nineteen years old
and pregnant at the time she immigrated to the United States. After arriving
in Des Moines, she and her husband shared an apartment with the Cohen
family. Meyer Edelstein, like the other men in the femily, began at the bottom rung of the Jewish economic ladder as a peddler but was able to move
his family to their own place soon after the birth of their first child, Anne. A
son, Morris, was born in 1894, and a second daughter, Sarah, arrived in
1896.
Life was hard for the young couple. As a peddler, Edelstein spent most of
his time on the road, leaving his wife alone with the growing family. Soon
after the birth of their third child, he left for Chicago and never returned.
Bertha spoke and acted as if he were deceased, and the children grew up
3. Irving Howe, World of Our Fathers: The Jourtuy of the East European Jews to America and
the Life They found and Made (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976), pp. 5-7, 26.
4. Shaff and ShafF, Paving the Way, pp. 9-10, 14; interview of Morris Adelstein, Denver,
Cole, by Lucy S, Dawidowicz, 19-21 Feb. 1968, p. 2, Oral History Library, American Jewish
Committee, New York, N.Y.
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believing their father had died. In the mid-1930s, the family received word
that Edelstein had been killed when he stepped from a Chicago trolley into
the path of a car."*
In 1899. Bertha Edelstein entered into a second marriage. Her new husband, Louis Martinsky, was a family friend from the old country who
roomed at the Cohen residence and worked sporadically as a day laborer in a
warehouse. Uncle Louis, as the family called him, was considerably older
than Bertha. When she became pregnant with their first child, Lillian, the
couple moved to an apartment adjoining a grocery store, which Bertha hoped
they could operate to support the family. Louis Martinsky was generally of
little help with either the store or the children, which soon included a second
daughter, Esther. As Bertha's son, Morris Adelstein, later noted, the pair was
not compatible. (The spelling of the family surname was changed to Adelstein during their early years in Des Moines.) Adelstein recalled his mother as
an energetic woman with ambitious goals. Martinsky, by contrast, was content to remain a common laborer.
When the pair separated. Bertha Martinsky became the sole provider for
her young family—the three Adelstein children and two Martinsky daughters. Hoping to improve her financial situation, she bought a few cows and
chickens and set up a small dairy on the outskirts of Des Moines. Because she
could not afford to hire help, much of the labor fell on young Morris, who
made deliveries with an old blind nag and milk cart. He eventually dropped
out of high school to help on the farm, a situation that caused Martinsky
much concern/'
Given her economic and personal distress, it is little wonder that Martinsky was enticed by a friend's report of vast amounts of land available for
homesteading in South Dakota. These lands became available following the
Sioux Agreement of 1889, which divided the Great Sioux Reservation of
western South Dakota into six smaller reservations, and the Dawes Allotment
Act of 1887, which allotted land parcels to individual Indians and made the
leftover, or "surplus," lands available to non-Indians. Together, these measures created a land boom in western South Dakora. In 1908 alone, nearly one
hundred fifteen thousand persons applied to participate in a lottery for four
thousand homesteads.^
Like thousands of hopeful settlers, Martinsky believed that if she could
acquire land, her fortune wotild be made. A period of relatively wet years
5. Shaffand Shaff, Paving the Way, pp. 14, 17; interview of Morris Adelstein, p. 2; interview
with Stanford Adelstein. Rapid City, S.Dak., 16 Aug. 1983.
6. ShafTand ShafF, Paving the Way, pp. 24-26; interview of Mortis Adelstein, pp. 4, 15.
1. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 3d ed., rev. (Lincoln: Univetsity of Nebraska
Press, 1975), p. 254. For a synopsis of the factors that contributed to the land boom in western
South Dakota, see Nelson. Afier the West Was Won, pp. 2-12.
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Western South Dakota experienced a population boom when resert'ation lands
were opetied to non-lndlans. These ¡mpefiti homesteaders arrived by special
train to DaUas, one of the registration sites ßr the ¡908 lottery.

(1900-1909) in the normally semiarid region lent credence to the promotional materials of railroads and land companies." "See Here!" shouted one
advertisement for a western South Dakota land company. "If you are not
interested in coming to Kadoka and look[ing] at the fine tracts of good agricultural land that we offer, you will do that party to whom you hand this
pamphlet a great favor. . . . We have hundreds of quarters that will make fine
homes, and will make you independent and rich, at very low cost now. , . .
Hurty—hurry—hurry. There is no time to waste."^
In 1910, Marcinsky sent to Washington, D.C., for information on homesteading. Some time later, she made her first trip to Interior, a tiny settlement
bordering the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation about twenty-five miles southwest of Kadoka. Here, as in other frontier towns, locators were waiting to
show prospective buyers the available land. By the time Martinsky arrived
however, there was probably no crush of hopeful homesteaders and speculators, as there had been at other sites in previous years. Although the promotional literature gave no hint, this land was of marginal agricultural value.
A period of severe drought had further reduced demand for it, and many fortune seekers had already abandoned their claims.

8. Schell. History ofSouth Dakota, p. 12.
9. Quoted in jackson-Washabaugh Counties, ¡9¡5'1965 (IKadoka. S.Dak.]: Jackson-Washabaugh County Historical Society, [1966]), p. 9.
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If Martinsky was aware of the seared grass underfoot and the exodus of
disillusioned farmers, she nevertheless clung stubbornly to het dream. On 27
November 1911, she filed on one hundred sixty acres in Washabaugh (now
Jackson) County about seven miles northwest of Interior. Years later, Morris
Adelstein described the site, located in what is now Buffalo Gap National
Grassland, as fit only for rattlesnakes and prairie dogs and so dry that it
would take fifty acres to pasture one cow.'"
Martinsky returned to Des Moines for the winter to prepare for the move
and to arrange for the Adelstein children, now teenagers, to live with relatives. The younger children, Lillian and Esther Martinsky, accompanied
their mother to Kadoka in the spring of 1912." From there, Martinsky hired
a wagon to take her family, possessions, and supplies, including boards and
tar paper for building a shanty, to her claim.
10. Nelson. After the West Was Won, pp. 120-21; "Petition for Designation of Lands: Stockraising Homestead Entry. Additional," 27 July 1920, copy in authors' collection; interview of
Morris Adelstein, pp. 6-7. Martinsky's original homestead was located on the southwest quartet
of Section 28, Township 3 South, Range 17 East, Black Hills Meridian, Rapid City Series.
11, According to Martinsky's son, Morris Adelstein, the arrangement was not unusual for the
time. He and his older sister stayed with separate aunts in Des Moines, while their your^r sister
went to live with an uncle in Texas. Interview of Morris Adelstein, pp. 9-10.

The land Bertha Martinsky homesteaded was much like the semiarid,
badtaruls'punctuated plains shown in this recent photograph taken near Interior.
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In order to get title to the land, Martinsky had to prove It up by farming a
number of acres and maintaining a residence for five years. Without power
tools and modern farm implements, these tasks were formidable, especially
for a novice. Martinsky's relatives helped by providing her with some household utensils, two cows, and a team of horses. She had never dealt with
horses, however, and had to learn how to harness them. Moreover, the isolation of South Dakota's Badlands stood in sharp contrast to the crowded
quarters of Des Moines' east side. With the nearest neighbors three to four
miles distant, Martinsky and her daughters faced many hardships alone. The
only source of heat for the shanty was an old cast-iron stove, and every drop
of water for livestock or household use had to be hauled from miles away.
The family coped with blizzards, scorching heat, and rattlesnakes that sunned
themselves in the grass and crawled between the warm walls at night. Nevertheless, Martinsky was able to eke out an existence for herself and her
daughters.'"
Upon proving up and gaining tide to her claim in 1916, Martinsky filed
for the adjoining quarter section under the Enlarged Homestead Act. Four
years later, still determined to make the land pay, she applied for a stockraising homestead. "I have cultivated about five acres on my original homestead," she wrote, "and about ten acres on my additional homestead and have
planted alfalfa and small grains thereon for a few years, but the crops have
been almost a total Failure by reason of drouth."" The original homestead,
which Martinsky was never able to sell, eventually reverted to the government
for unpaid taxes.'''
By the time she proved up on her original claim, Martinsky knew that she
wanted a better life for herself and her daughters. She owned a shack that she
moved to Interior, where she baked bread and made doughnuts. Her best
customers were American Indians from the nearby Pine Ridge reservation,
who bought the goods as fast as she could produce them. Martinsky also sold
beads and trinkets—a whole bag for a dime—from a rickety wagon parked at
rodeos and powwows. In addition to earning much-needed cash, she became
conversant in the Lakota language and established compatible relations with
the native people of the area. Her reputation among the Sioux helped to
ensure their continued patronage after she went into business in Kadoka in
1917.'^
Martinsky saw Kadoka, located twenty-five miles northeast of Interior on
the Chicago, Milwaukee, St. Paul & Pacific rail line, as a better location for
12. Ibid., pp. 8-9; Shaff and Shaff, Paving the Way, pp. 31-32; interview with Stanford
Adels tein.
13. "PetitionforDesignation of Lands."
14. Interview of Morris Edelstein, pp. 6-7.
15. Interview with Fern Johnson. Interior, S.Dak.. 17 Aug. 1983; Shaff md Shaff, Pavimthe
Way, p. 62.
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fulfilling both her business ambitions and her daughters' educational needs.
Located deep in cattle country, it was a major shipping center, exporting
twenty carloads of cattle with a market value of thirty thousand dollars on
one day in 1915. The Jackson County seat, Kadoka was also the trade center
for a wide area. In 1910, the town's businesses included rwo banks, two hardware stores, two implement dealers, two lumberyards, five general stores,
three livery barns, two blacksmiths, a drugstore, two clothing stores, five realestate offices, a bakery, a confectionery, a millinery, two doctors, a dentist,
and two newspapers. The town also had a full complement of social institutions, including an independent school district offering ten grades and Presbyterian, Catholic, and Methodist churches. Among the plethora of social

By 1910. when these Sioux Indians gathered for a celebration on
Kadoka's main street were photographed, the town had a full
complement of businesses and social institutions.

and civic organizations were the Masons, Modern Woodmen of America,
Knights of Pythias, the Kadoka Kommercial Klub, the Excelsior Club, and
the Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). The town also had a
baseball team and an opera house. A.s the center of a homesteading area, just
over seventy percent of the population in 1910 was under the age of thirtyfive years.""'
Martinsky's first and longest-lived business venture in Kadoka was a general store that carried groceries, clothing, and dry goods under the slogan, "If
it's to eat or wear or use, get it at Martinsky's." As had been the case with her
16. Jacksen-Washabaugh Counties, p. 206; Nelson, Aßer the West Was Won, pp. 108-9, 112,

114-15,117-18.
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business in Interior, American Indians constituted an important part of her
clientele. She was one of the few merchants who extended them credit, and
she sometimes hired Lakota youngsters as store help. Reservation residents
periodically received subsidies in the form of purchase orders good for up to
fifty or sixty dollars in merchandise. While they could redeem the orders at
any store in town, they most often went to Martinsky's, where they believed
they could get a fair deal. Some merchants were known to take the full value
of purchase orders and short the buyer on his or her goods.'^
Martinsky soon gained a reputation as a fair, but shrewd, businesswoman
throughout the larger community, as well. One former customer recalled that
whenever someone paid for a three-dollar purchase with afive-dollarbill, the
silver-haired storekeeper would ask, "And what will you have for the balance?" A serious woman who spoke with a heavy accent, Martinsky lived frugally in quarters attached to the rear of the store, which another former
patron remembered as always smelling of "vinegar, dried apricots and dry
goods."'*
Martinsky also had a knack for retaining customers once she had drawn
them into her store. Several Kadoka residents recalled that she slipped candy
for children into parental grocery bags. Marvis Hogen, a Kadoka store owner
who recently retired from the hardware business, reported that when he was
born Martinsky gave his mother an aluminum feeding dish decorated with
the alphabet. She also presented him with a new blanket and later, much to
his embarrassment, "constantly reminded me of the blanket and bow I was
the most beautiful little Norwegian baby Jackson County bad ever seen.""
According to Hogen, Martinsky was "all business," continually worrying
about taxes, expenses, and competition. A primary source of competition for
the small-town general store was the mail-order business of large national
chains. Hogen related the tale of one Kadoka resident who went into the
store to buy a pair of overalls and asked how business was. "'Just terrible,'"
Martinsky replied. "'People come in here and want to borrow money and a
few days later go to the depot and here's a big package from Sears Roebuck or
Savage or Montgomery Ward or National Bellis Hess for them. They won't
buy anything in here,"' she complained, "'but will send off for it and want to
use my money to do it with.'"^"
Despite the our-of-town competition, Martinsky did well, and within a
tew years she had acquired several other income-producing properties. By
1926, she owned a building that she leased to a creamery company. She eventually acquired several main street structures in addition to a number of ren\7, Jackson-Washabaugh Counties, p. 165; interview of Morris Adelstein, p. 15, addendum.
18. Marvis Hogen, Kadoka, S.Dak., to the authors, 7 Mar. 1994.
19. Ibid.
20. Ibid,
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THE RovAi, TAILORS
CHIC^

MARTINSKY'S of KADOKA
Royal Tailors • Chicago
Martinsky used this ¡etterhead on
her ¡business stationery in the early 1920s.

tal houses whose interiors she always painted a practical green. Martinsky also
had the discernment to invest in the Silver Court Cabins as automobile transportation and the tourist industry grew. Located at the gateway to the Badlands, midway between Chamberlain and the Black Hills, Kadoka was a
natural stopover for sightseers and business travelers alike. Morris Adelstein
recalled his mother's early tourist camp as a pritnitive affair for which she had
to haul water in barrels.^'
When Martinsky was in her fifties, she sold the Martinsky General Merchandise Store to Nellie and Etta Margulies, two Jewish sisters-in-law from
Sioux Falls. In 1929, they leased the store to the K and G store chain. Martinsky, meanwhile, remained in Kadoka to look after her other business interests. When her daughter, Sarah Adelstein Hoffman, moved to Kadoka in
1932 following the death of her husband, mother and daughter repurchased
the store and operated it together until 1940, when they sold it to Mr. and
Mrs. Ivan Worden of Gregory.^Beneath Martinsky's stern exterior and no-nonsense business practices was
a deep commitment to tsedaka, the Jewish concept of the duty of charity, or
the obligation to act generously to those in need. Marvis Hogen recalled one
such instance when he was in grade school: "One chilly day two bigger boys
took away my sweater and hid it. It was cold and I didn't dare go home without a sweater, so I went to Martinsky's store and found one like it and asked
the clerk to charge it to my dad's account. The clerk replied she couldn't give
my dad any more credit. Mrs. Martinsky . . . overheard the conversation and
insisted that I take the sweater."^'
21. Ibid.; Kadoka Press, 18 June 1981; interview of Morris Adelstein, pp. 73-74.
22. Kadoka Press, 7 Oct. 1926. 12 Sept. 1929; 17 June 1940.
23. Hogen to tbe authors, 7 Mar. 1994.
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Hogen's sister, Edith Hogen, remembered that Martinsky had put up the
family in the store overnight when a Fourth of July thunderstorm prevented
them from traveling home over their country road. Martinsky also shared her
home-made folk remedies with the sick of the community and became
known as someone to talk to about marital problems. In 1918, shortly after
she moved to Kadoka, she handled the town's shipment of Thanksgiving Day
food to soldiers in the trenches of World War I.
Morris Adelstein related one episode in particular that illustrated both a
devotion to duty and a forgiving nature. When an attorney in town who had
been unfriendly to the family became ill and had no one to care for him,
Martinsky let him room upstairs and looked after him until he died.'''
Martinsky followed the ritual requirements of Jewish law with the same
tenacity she employed in keeping the moral precepts. Adelstein characterized
his mother as particularly ^ i m , or pious, recalling that she often went above
and beyond the call of duty in following the rules of orthodoxy. She closed
24. Recollections of Edith Hogen, enclosed in Hogen lo the authots, 7 Mar. 1994; interview
of Motris Adelstein. pp. 72-73; Kadoka Press, !8 June 1981.

Afier Martinsky sold her store in ¡ 940, the buiiding housed a
number ofbtisinesses, but by 1983, when this photograph was
taken, it hadfallen into disrepair.
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her store completely for High Holy days each September and hired nonJewish help to operate the store on Saturday, the Jewish sabbath and, without
a doubt, the most profitable day of the week when farmers and ranchers came
to town to shop, market produce, and socialize. Once, while living on the
homestead, she became confiised about the calendar date. As a result, she
observed Yom Kippur on the wrong day, an error she regretted for the rest of
her life."
Edith Hogen remembered that her mother occasionally helped the storekeeper cook for out-of-town guests and recalled that the task was sometimes
complicated because of the Jewish laws regarding pans and foods that could
not be prepared together. While it was difficult to keep a kosher house with
no schoket, or ritual slaughterer, within hundreds of miles, Martinsky's sister,
Sarah Alibers, occasionally helped by supplying her with canned chicken
from Des Moines. As a result of Martinsky's perseverance in adhering to Jewish law, her kitchen came to be known as the only place between Mitchell
and Rapid City where travelers could get a kosher meal.^*^
The strength of Martinsky's religious convictions helped her family to
retain its ancestral faith in an area where even the most substantial towns
often had only one Jewish family. Martinsky always made religious education
for her children a top priority. Morris Adelstein recalled that even while the
family was together in Iowa, his mother somehow scraped together funds for
hiring a melamed, a rabbi who served as a religious tutor. Martinsky was concerned that her children marry Jewish spouses, a wish that was fulfilled,
although her son Morris and family shifted to the less strict Reform
Judaism.^''
Her children, in return, exhibited filial devotion. Morris Adelstein sent his
mother half of his pay while he served in rhe military and came to Kadoka to
help her in the store when he returned from World War I. While in Jackson
County in the 1920s, he also worked as the county engineer. The contacts he
made in western South Dakota led to his founding Northwestern Engineering Company in Rapid City, a firm now managed by his son, Stanford
Adelstein. Martinsky's daughter, Sarah, assisted her mother in the store for
years and took an accive part in community affairs, including service on the
Kadoka school board. When Martinsky's health began to fail in the late
1930s, she entered a nursing home in Mitchell, South Dakota, where her
youngest daughter, Esther Marrinsky Mizel, lived. Bertha Martinsky died in
1940 and was buried in Des Moines near her parents.^"*

25. Interview of Morris Adelsteln, p. 5.
26. Recollections of Edith Hogen; interview of Morris Adelsrein, p. 73.
27. Intervicwof Morris Adelstein, pp. 11-12.
28. Shaff and Shaff, Paving the Way, pp. 161-62.
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Martinsky had worked hard to achieve a better future for herself and her
iàmily—the goal that had brought her to western South Dakota in 1911.
When homesteading in the Badlands proved to be a misadventure, she
looked for a new means of making a living and founded a successful enterprise. Martinsky's perseverance and resourcefulness served her well, both in
coping with the rigors of frontier life and the difficulties of establishing a successful business. Although her Yiddish accent and Jewish lifestyle marked her
as a unique person in Kadoka, her willingness to adapt to the situation at
hand made her fit in well with the other post-boom survivors of western
South Dakota, who had revised their dreams and remained to build a stable
community.

Copyright © 1995 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.
Copyright of South Dakota History is the property of South Dakota State Historical Society and its content may
not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the copyright holder's express written
permission. However, users may print, download, or email articles for individual use.

All illustrations in this issue are property of the State Archives, South Dakota State Historical Society, except
for those on the following pages: covers and pp. 3, 21, 30, from the Mitchell Area Historical Society,
Mitchell, S.Dak.; pp. 6, 14, 17, 19, 27, from G. D. (“Don”) Lillibridge, Chico, Calif.; pp. 41, 45, 46, from
Orlando J. and Violet Miller Goering, Vermillion, S.Dak.; pp. 51, 53, 57, 58, 62, from South Dakota State
University, Jackrabbit (1918, 1920, 1921, 1925, 1933); p. 61, from Linda Brooks, Darien, Conn.; p. 80, from
Patricia Jacobsen Breidenbach, Mitchell, S.Dak.

