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Homesteading on the Rosebud:
The Reminiscence of Mabelle Stewart Worsley

EDITED BY JAMES J. BALAKIER

In í8go, the year after both South Dakota and North Dakota achieved
statehood, the federal government opened western South Dakota to non-Indian settlers. The breakup of the Great Sioux Reservation into six smaller
Indian reservations was backed by Black Hills businessmen, who were isolated geographically and economically from the eastern half of the state,
and by cattle interests, who wanted to expand their open-range operations.
Once individual allotments had been made to the lakota, or westerrt
Sioux, Indians, nine million acres of what real-estate promoters billed as
the last ^eat frontier was dispersed to homesteaders.^
Farmers did not arrive in the land west of the Missouri River ( "West
River") until the early lgoos because of years of drought and a nationwide
depression that limited the expansion of railroads. Beginning in 1^04, once
the economic hard tim.es had subsided, the General Land Office in Washington, D.C., instituted land lotteries to distribute the "surplus" Indian
lands. In igo8, nearly one hundred fifteen thousand people registered for
the four thousand claims in Tripp County where portions of the Rosebud
Indian Reservation were made available.^
Among those who won the chance to stake a claim in Tripp County was
judson Stewart. The fifty-nine-year-old resident of Illinois traveled to locate
his 160-acre homestead near Witten in the fall of iç)o8. The following
1. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 4th ed., rev. John E. Miller (South Dakota
State Historical Society Press. 2004), pp. 322-23.
2. Ibid., pp. 254-55: Paula M. Nelson. Aßer the West Was Won: Homesteaders and TownBuilders in Western South Dakota, 1900-1917 (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1986), pp.
9, 12,17,19.
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spring, he returned to Tripp County, bringing his wife Miriam^, their
youngest son Clarence, and their seventeen-year-old daughter Mabelle.
Years later, Mabelle's niece Jessie Stewart Barber arranged to tape record
her aunt's memories of her "pioneer" days in South Dakota and later transcribed the reminiscence.} The account presented here is a faithful though
shortened version of the original transcription. Material ofpurely family interest and not relevant to the story has been edited out; these omissions are
indicated by ellipses. In several instances, portions were transposed to improve the flow of the narrative, footnotes and identifying words or phrases
have been added for clarification. Finally, punctuation has been inserted
and occasional repetitive passages removed to improve readability.
Mabelle Stewart Worsley was the youngest child ofjudson (i84g-ig24)
and Miriam f 1^49-1939 j Stewart, who had five sons, a daughter who died
in infancy, and another daughter, Musetta Belle, who died at twenty-two
when Mabelle was five years old. Mabelle was bom u November lSgi in
Richmond, Illinois, with her twin sister Maude Jessie, who died a few
months later. Mabelle Worsley's reminiscence covers the family's life in the
farming community of Richmond,Illinois; their relocation to South Dakota
and the adjustments they made to their new environment; and her marriage to Tom Worsley. It also highlights the relations among homesteaders,
cattlemen, and the Lakota Indians, Although Worsley occasionally used expressions that today are considered racially inappropriate, they were commonly used at the time she lived in the area. All in all, her reminiscence
documents a formative period in the history of the Northern Great Plains
from the perspective of a young person growing to womanhood. The freshness and liveliness of Worsley's perceptions attest to the lasting impression
her youthfiil experiences made on her.
Mabelle Stewart Worsley passed away in Racine, Wisconsin, in 1^82.
Her surviving children, Mavis Tomek, Ann Driver, and Gail Worsley, have
generously given their permission for the publication of her reminiscence
here.
3. Five sessions were recorded on two tapes in December 1973 and January 1974. I have
not been able to locate them and assume they are lost. I received a copy of the transcription
in 1982 from Jessie Stewart Barber. The daughter of Mabelle's brother Albert ("Tom"), who
is mentioned in the reminiscence, Jessie Barber is also my mother-in-law.
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All of the family was born in the log cabin in Keystone, Illinois, but
me. The new house was built by the time my twin sister and 1 were
bom, November ii, 1891. Maude Jessie lived five months, and she is
buried in the Richmond cemetery in Richmond, Illinois.^
TTie log cabin had three bedrooms, a big living room, and kitchen.
In one end of tlie living room there was a stone fireplace that was used
for heat and a big stove in the kitchen that was used for cooking.
After the family was moved into the new house, my father Judson
Stewart turned the bedroom end of the log cabin into a blacksmith
shop. He had a big forge and all the needed equipment that goes with
shoeing horses, sharpening plowshares, and repairing other implements for a farm. He shod his own horses as well as the neighbors'
and was, it seemed, always taking his time to keep the farm equipment of others in repair. I spent many happy hours with my father in
his "blacksmith shop." I thought that keeping the forge pumped up so
the fire was hot enough for his work was great ftin.
My dad was on what they called the "board of trade" in Elgin, Illinois, for many years. Once or tv^ce a month he would attend meetings, going back and forth on the train and being gone the entire day.
My dad had a big orchard on the farm in Keystone. Because I was
little, I used to climb up into the apple trees among the branches, pick
apples, and drop them down into my brothers' waiting hands. They
would catch them so that the apples would not get bruised. Sometimes I would lean back against a branch and look off yonder, only to
get called back to reality by a voice saying, "Gome on there, get busy,
pick apples."
When I was seven years old my father got me a full-grown Saint
Bernard dog that was named Pal. George Vogel—Dad's old friend
from Solon Mills, Illinois, who was an auctioneer—had a harness
made for Pal and a cart for me that I could ride in. With Pal tugging in
front of the cart, I could ride "in state" to take messages and do er4. in addition to her twin, Mabelle's siblings included Sanford, Roy, Albert, Clark,
Clarence, Musetta Belle, and another sister who died in infancy.
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rands to the neighbors'; there were no telephones. As I grew older I
had a bike and a pony of my own.
Winters were long, and the heavy snow was usually whipped into
drifts that were high and deep. Neighbors would come to visit for the
day; there was always plenty of good food from the Stewart larder, and
with such a good cook as mother was they always ate hearty while visiting. The ladies would bring their mending baskets and usually
joined mother in the never-ending job of keeping the darning and
patching of the clothes done. While doing the sewing, the ladies used
to carry on conversations of how the price of eggs had gone down to
five or eight cents per dozen, and many a recipe was exchanged. . . .
Miriam Augusta Mayo, my mother, daughter of Milo Mayo and Augusta Treadwill Mayo, was born in New York State. Mother had distant
cousins in Edinburgh, Scotland. They were probably from my grandmother's side, for the Mayo family came from Mayo County, Ireland. I
don't remember hearing much about the Mayo Brothers clinic at
Rochester, Minnesota, until we had moved to South Dakota. In South
Dakota, people went there when they needed surgery. Charles Mayo of
the dinic was my mother's third cousin.
Mother looked forward to fall, as each year she would have a trip
to Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, to see her sister, Florence Foster. My
mother never drove at any time, but she had her own personal carriage that was a Christmas present one year from my father. The carriage was of the latest, having four wheels with rubber tires, a padded
cushion seat, a luggage or storage compartment in the rear, and a full
enclosed top. It was pulled by one trotter named Lady. It was always
my pleasure to "drive" my mother to Lake Geneva for her fall holiday.
We would leave very early in the morning, with a lunch to eat on the
way, and arrive around noon. There were no others for me to play
with, so I would usually end up with a good book to read while my
Mom and Aunt Florence visited.
We would spend the night at the Foster home and make the return
trip the following afternoon. Uncle Fred Foster was a carpenter by
trade but did some gardening for a family named Mitchell. Each fall
there would be many shrubs and bulbs taken from the gardens at the
Mitchell's, and Uncle Fred would give my mother the cuttings for her
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garden. My brother Albert {nicknamed "Tom" by Dad) was Ma's mainstay when it came to the flowers and yard work, and he was always
happy to get the new cuttings to set out. No matter how much work
Albert had to do, he always found the time to help Ma make the flower
gardens. The yard at the farm was beautiful, and much of this was due
to his hard work and effort to make it so. I can still remember how
hard he pushed on the push mower to cut the grass in the yard.
Growing up on the old farm at Keystone was a happy time for me.
Dad and I used to walk through Bob Walkington's pasture to Nippersink Creek to fish. We would sit in the shade on the bank and catch
plenty offish. Dad had to clean all the fish that we caught.
Dad had the first corn binder in the neighborhood. It was quite an
event; the neighbors came to see the machine that would cut the com,
tie the bundles, and lay them onto the ground ready to be picked up.
Then they all used it. I could hardly wait to get home from school. I
am sorry to say I don't think I made very good grades, because I was
always thinking what I was going to do when I got home. I'd change
my clothes, then off to the field I'd gallop to ride the binder with Dad
and help drive. I really seemed to be a tomboy, and as my father always had more help around than he needed, I should have been helping my mother, as she needed the help more than Dad... .
We never missed going to the McHenry County Fair at Woodstock.
We stayed at the Woodstock Hotel on the square; it was a big hotel,
and it's still there. We stayed in style. Gee, we thought it was wonderfiil to be served our meals. It probably wasn't as good as we had at
home, but it tasted real good. Mother would never have missed that
big tent with the canned goods and the fancywork, with me trotting
right along with her.
I always sneaked out to go down to the races where Dad and George
Vogel were. George had a string of horses there every year; they were
good ones, too. He had trotters, pacers, and racers. The height of my
ambition was to get down there early. George and a young man that
drove for him would be exercising the horses. When George drove (he
was pretty heavy) he'd get me up front, standing between his legs with
his arms around me, and I'd drive. There was a loop in the driving
rein that the driver held in his hands, and you'd swing along with the
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horse as he trotted, paced, or raced. He always shortened these loops
for me. Oh boy, but I thought that I was about "it." Dad was a good
judge of horses. He had money in it, too. He used to make good. My
mother didn't approve; she thought it was gambling.
My sister Musetta Belle was a pretty girl; we called her Musa. She
graduated from the American Conservatory of Music in Chicago with
degrees in piano, violin, and voice. She had classes in Hebron, Greenwood, Genoa City, and other small places. George Vogel had given her
a horse to ride, so she had a way to get to her pupils to teach voice and
piano. She took a train from Richmond to Lake Geneva, staying
overnight to teach more classes. She was saving to further her musical
education. She and mother were very dose, and she helped mother a
lot around the house
Musa was very artistic, and during her studies at the conservatory
she developed into quite a painter using watercolors and oils. There
were many of her paintings in the new house, but I do not know what
happened to them all. Two of her paintings went on the move to
South Dakota; one was of a Dutch windmill, and mother gave that to
brother Clarence. The other is a beautiful oil painting of a rural scene
with wooded background and a country lane with sheep wandering
down it. If one looks real close they will notice that one of the sheep
has a leg missing. This oil painting was given to me by my mother
and has always had a place in my home. I never cease to marvel at all
of the very fine detail that went into the painting of this picture, and it
somehow brings out a feeling of the quiet beauty of Musa.
My brother Clark Curtis was bom January 31,1876. He was a small,
soft-spoken, and kindly man. Clark always believed in helping wherever help was needed. In fact, he always seemed to seek out those who
needed help. On January 31,1907, Clark and Bonnie Beuter were married. They had an ice cream parlor and factory in Lake Geneva. The
factory was in the basement. The parlor, with its marble-top round tables and white twisted-iron chairs with the little round seats, was on
the ground floor, and they lived on the second floor. In the factory he
made enough ice cream for the parlor and sold the rest in Chicago.
For several summers I stayed with Bonnie and Clark in Lake
Geneva. Clark would stir up a big batch of cone batter in a pail, and
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then I would dip the cone-shaped iron form into the hatter, then push
the form into a heated machine, and out would come cones—all crispy
and just the right shade of hrown. I've made thousands of cones. At
the time, when I woizld have to sit and make them, it seemed to me
that i could not sit any longer....
My Dad had nicknames for all of us. He and Albert called me
"Piggy." I inherited that nickname hecause 1 was always asking for
seconds at the tahle and couldn't always finish them. My other brothers called me "Billie," and I was my mother's "Dolly." . . .
Dad and his brother Clark went out to Valentine, Nebraska, on a
hunting vacation in the fall of 1907. It just happened to be at the time
the federal government was opening up the Rosebud Indian Reservation in South Dakota for homesteading. The 160-acre claims were to
be made available through drawings, so Dad and Uncle Clark registered and thought no more of it.^ The following fall a card came to inform Dad that he held a lucky number entitling him to homestead in
Tripp County, South Dakota. When Dad drew that claim, there was
just no keeping him in Illinois; he was going West....
My brother Tom and his wife Eleanor discussed going to South
Dakota with us. Dad would have liked them with him (160 acres was a
lot of land to farm alone in those days), but they decided to move onto
Dad's farm and to pasture Uncle Clark's eighty acres, just as Dad had
been doing....
After being notified of having a lucky number in the drawing for
land in Tripp County, Dad went out to locate his claim in the fall
of 1908. He returned full of enthusiasm and ready to use his privilege
to homestead new, untilled soil. Plans immediately went into gear
to have an auction and move. My mother didn't want to go, but she
didn't say anything. Wherever Dad went, she would go. My brother
Clarence and I were the only ones home, and we wanted to go.
For years. Dad had bred and raised draft horses for his own use and
to sell. He took great pride in his matched teams. If he had a horse
5. The registration and lottery for Tripp County lands actually took place in the fal! of
1908. Registration centers included Chamberlain, Dallas, Cregory. and Presho in South
Dakota and Valentine and O'Neill in Nebraska. Nelson, Aßer the West Was Won, p. i8.
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Dallas. South Dakota, bustled with activity during the lottery for surplus lands on
the Rosebud Indian Reservation. The Stewart family won a claim located west of
the town.

without a matched mate he would frequent the auctions until he found
a good draft horse to match. He raised Percherons, big, lovely
workhorses that effortlessly pulled discs, plows, and all the other
equipment that goes along with living off the land. In those days, farmers took immense pride in the appearance and care of the teams that
helped make their living. He would have twelve or fourteen matched
pairs at a time in his barn. Buyers would come from all over. George
Vogel advertised for him wherever he went, for George's auctioneerine
took him far and wide. He was in great demand to sell a sale.
George told me he would like to give me a pony to take West, but he
was told eastern horses don't live out there. The alkali water was bad
for them. He advised Dad not to take his good horses. He said "Judd,
sell your good horses, and pick up some scrubs to take along." Dad
did just that in spite of others saying the water doesn't affect horses.
He always regretted not taking along some of his big Percherons. He
missed his matched teams with their fancy harnesses.
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We decided to take old Barney, our all-around horse. He was at ease
with a saddle or in harness for the buggy and lived a long time in the
West. When he died of old age we buried him on the prairie.
Our auction was in February 1909, and it was cold as the dickens.
Dad held back some animals to take west; he sold the rest to the highest bidder. George stayed with us for a few days to help get ready for
the auction. He sold a good sale for Dad and wouldn't take a cent.
Tom, Eleanor, Jessie, and Shep had moved onto our farm and were
settled by the time we left. As we drove out of the yard to go to the
train, I looked back. The last sight I had was Tom standing in the door
—with his face tied in a towel because he had succumbed to the
mumps—waving and holding Jessie in his arms.
Clarence and a friend, Frank Krohn, went ahead with the freight.
There were the cattle Dad kept back from the sale; mother's big Plymouth Rock chickens, and her beautiful top buggy with the hard rubber tires; Barney, our all-around horse; the cooking utensils, dishes,
furniture, and three beds, one of them a big, heavy cherry bed mother
wanted to take (Dad didn't but he took it anyway), and the piano. That
piano, after many years of being a pleasure to so many, was given to the
Women's Club in Witten. Frank thought he wanted to live in South
Dakota, but he got so homesick there that Dad paid his way back.
It was rainy and cold at midnight in April 1909 when we boarded
the train at Belden's station. The station was straight north of our
farm, as the crow nies, and west of Meyers Corners on what is now
Route 173. It's no longer there. It was one big room with benches, with
one end partitioned oft" for the ticket agent.
Will Hendrickson and Will Beatty took us to the train. Mr. and Mrs.
John Waller, with daughter Dora, met us at the station with a big
wooden basket filled to the brim with roast chicken, homemade bread,
butter, cake, pie, and cookies. It was all covered with a big wooden
cover. Mrs. Waller was a good cook—the best! That food was delicious, and there was so much that it lasted the whole trip. John Waller,
a big, husky, red-faced man, cried—he felt so bad, for he was losing
good neighbors and friends....
Our train trip west was slow, with many stops. Trains were different
in those days. The high-back plush seats were not comfortable, day or
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night. As the steam locomotive clattered and chuffed through the dark
and rain that night. Mother and Dad sat up in one seat while I went to
bed on the seat facing them. We were all too excited to sleep. As they
sat, hand in hand, facing me, Dad was telling Mom she could have
flowers out west, too. He promised to have a house up for her as soon
as he could haul the lumber. Through the tears she was fighting, patting his hand she said, "It's all right, Judd, we'll make a home and get
used to the change." Lying on my seat, I was lost in my dreams. Boy,
what fun it was going to be to ride, no fences, no roads, just prairie.
Three days later, real early in the morning, we arrived in Presho,
South Dakota, forty-five miles from our claim. Clarence and the
freight hadn't come in yet. We went to the hotel, run by Mrs. Coleman, and stayed a glorious week. That week passed much too quickly.
A young woman named Dorothy and 1 rode together daily. She had a
beautiful horse of her own, and she exercised a horse owned by a dentist she was dating. Dad spent that week in preparation to getting out
to our claim. He shopped and bought a Conestoga wagon, fencing
supplies, and other needs for starting a homestead. He bought me a
pony,five-year-oldDick. I think he paid too much for him
Early one morning we started for our claim. Mother and I with Barney and the buggy followed the wagons. Mrs. Coleman had packed a
big lunch for us so she'd be sure we had plenty to eat until we eot
there. I had played with a mother cat and her cute kittens all week.
Mrs. Coleman thought I should have them, so she cut a hole in the
top of a box for ventilation, put the cat and kittens in it, then gave
them to me. Mother frowned on my cat and kittens, but I was determined to have them. I put the box on the seat between us. Mother didn't like that, so I put the compartment behind the buggy seat. We
started out across the prairie. All of a sudden the mother cat started
squalling. I looked back to see what was up—two of the kittens had
dropped out. Mother was really irritated. She said "See, I told you not
to bring them."
Well, I was more determined than ever that all my kittens were going to get there, regardless. I jumped out, ran back, rescued my precious kitties, and returned them to the box. We hadn't gone far when
the old cat set up a terrible fuss. Upon investigating, I found it was a

Copyright © 2005 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

FALL 2 0 0 5

Homesteading on the Rosebud

[ 227

Mabelle Stewart, pictured herewith her Idvumc nurse Dick, reveled in her life in the
West.

repeat performance. This time I was going tofixthem good. I took the
kittens and tied them up in something—I don't remember what. I put
them in the middle and tied all four corners, and put it in the bottom
of the buggy near our feet and left the old cat in the box in the back of
the buggy.
We cam-j to Blunk's Crossing (it's still there) at the Big White River.
The river has a gravel bottom. Every time there's a storm or a high
wind the bottom shifts. It can be treacherous. Riders ride out regularly
to determine where the best crossing is, and drivers for crossing are
available. When the ice comes down the White River in the spring, it
tears everything out. I don't know how many bridges the ice has torn
out on the White River.
The river was running swift and noisy as we pulled up. It was frightening to Mother. We knew our horse didn't know anything about fording a river, and neither did Mother nor I. A young Indian came up and
said it was our turn. Mother requested a driver. He said he'd drive.
Mother was so scared she just closed her eyes tight and hung on for
dear life until we were safe on the other side. I thought it was fun.
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The next morning we started out in a beautiful sunny day. The
prairie was full of birds and their songs, and the grass was heavy with
flowers. About noon we ran into a squally blizzard. It snowed and
blew as it can do only in South Dakota. An old freighter who was hauling for us with his team of mules and wagon said, "We better hit for
Greenwood Springs," which was about two miles from our claim. The
wind blew so hard we couldn't get our tent set up, so we stayed in an
old Indian shack. We laid down to sleep and covered up with what we
had. By golly, I thought I'd freeze. My teeth chattered. I just couldn't
get warm, it was so cold. [. J. the old freighter took off his long sheepskin coat, gave it to Dad, and told him to cover the women folks, saying, "It'll go over both of them." Mother objected. He insisted, saying
he was dressed warm and had plenty on. He crawled under a pile of
hay, but he took a bad cold. He stayed with us until we got to the
claim. We saw him many times after that, and it was good to know he
recovered.
We left Greenwood Springs the next morning in two or three inches
of snow and a bright sun. The prairie had a white, clean look. Our
claim was over a chain of hills. About noon we found the stakes. Before we set up the tent. Dad built a floor to set it on. Most didn't have
a floor in their tents. Our tent was quite big. We put bedsprings
and mattresses in the corners. Our little four-burner cookstove had a
round oven with the stovepipe running through it. We lived that way
until the house was built.
Dad had to haul the lumber for the house from Presho. It took one
day to go, and a second day to load with an early start to get back. J. f.
helped Dad haul, using his mule team and wagon. It took both teams
to ford the Big White River, one wagon at a time. Sometimes they
would have to go quite a ways downriver to cross, depending where
the sand had shifted.
The first year on the claim was fun. Every morning I'd ride up on
the hill about a quarter of a mue from our tent to see how many new
tents were up. We could see for miles from that hill. The spring
weather was beautiful. There were wildflowers everywhere. It was a
joy to be a part of it all. It seemed a shame to go inside.
The six-mile square we located in was all fenced, and the Midland
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Gattle Gorporation wanted to run their cattle in there until November,
when they would ship. They put cowboys in to look after the cattle and
keep them away from the little patches of sod corn the homesteaders
were putting in. Sometimes during a storm the cowboys had to ride
guard all night. We could hear them singing to the cattle. One boy
played his mouth organ. The animals seemed to like any kind of soft,
low music; a loud noise, however, would stampede them. One night a
bad storm came up and we heard our first stampede, but the cowboys
kept them on the open range so no damage was done.
The next morning one of the cowboys stopped in and asked to move
a tent not far from our house so he could be nearer the south line
fence where they were holding a bunch of cattle. That way he wouldn't
have to ride back to camp every night. Soon after that a neighbor
thought he saw the cattle near his com, so he went out near them and
shot his shotgun over the herd. That caused some stampede! We
heard them coming. Their hooves made a regular roar, and their long
horns were crashing, too. They came through our potato patch and

Cowboys tend to a herd of longhorn cattle in this photograph by John C. H. Grabill,
who recorded western South Dakota scenes in the late 1800s.
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just missed the house. Some hit it hard enough to jar us up good.
They went through our corn and ran way down to Dog Ear Creek before the boys got them turned. The next morning, we picked up two
homs they had broken off hitting the house.
The first thing Mother said was, "They ran towards Miller's tent."
Dad and brother Clarence lit the lantern and went over to the Millers'.
They were new neighbors that had just come in. The tent was fiat and
all their stuff was broken. Dad looked around and saw the horses and
wagon were gone, so he knew they had gone to Dallas. We sure felt
better knowing they were safe. They came back the next day and spent
a couple of days with us until they could get a new tent set up.
People were coming in all the time. We'd get up in the morning and
look across and Dad would say, "Well, Piggy, we've got new neighbors.
Better go see where they're from. My pony was always handy, but I
didn't dare go far away for fear I'd get lost. There were no roads. I'd
follow the fence. There were always herds of cattle around with long
horns. It's really all right as long as you are on a horse, but don't ever
get off!
It was so cold we blanketed the horses at night with big, bright, orange-and-black plaid blankets. I had one on our driving horse Barney.
One morning we went to feed the horses and he was gone. We couldn't see him anywhere. I got Dick and went to find him. He was feeding along with a bunch of range cattle. Well, I didn't know any better,
and I left the fence. I thought I'd keep just inside the fence so I wouldn't get lost and could get home. The cattle didn't pay any attention to
me as I rode up to Barney. I got down and was going to put a lead rope
on. I heard a voice say, "Don't get off your pony." I thought I was hearing things, away out there. I got off anyway.
A big, quiet Indian rode up and said, "You get back on your pony.
I'll bring your horse." I got back on. I was so scared I didn't know
what else to do. He said, "Cattle won't bother you if you're on horseback, but don't ever go a'foot." He led the horse and took me home.
That big fellow, he didn't look like my idea of an Indian, but he was.
His hair was cut and neat; he was shaved. He went ambling up to our
tent. He told Dad, "She found her horse. I thought I'd better help her
bring it home." I told Dad I had gotten off Dick. The cattle were all
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around me. Dad looked at me and said, "You'll learn." We learned that
this young Indian rode for Hugh Cross. They made it their business to
keep track of what was going on. Homesteaders hadn't learned the
ways of the West yet and could get hurt.
Hugh Cross was a big rancher. His home ranch was about a mile
from us. They had fenced in six miles square with six-strand fence,
high and tight. It was used for years and years. When the homesteaders came, thousands of the Cross cattle were in there for summer
grazing to fatten for November shipping. It was too early to ship, and
there wasn't any other place to drive them to.
Billy Brown, Hugh Cross's manager, came to see Dad and asked if
we had squaw corn (what they called corn then) or a garden, and was
he going to fence? Dad wanted to build the house, then get his fields
laid out so that he knew what he was going to do before he fenced.
Well then, could they board one of their boys? Dad wasn't sure Mother
wanted anyone. Billy Brown said he'd be sleeping in his own pup tent
and he'd be riding all the time. It would just be for meals.
Dad talked to Mother. She didn't want to. I was home and young. I
guess she thought I'd run off with him. She was fussy, real formal,
real eastern. I wasn't that way. I liked everyone. Mother finally said it
would be all right for him to eat with us. They also sent one of the
owner's sons. He was in his second year of college. He had been
raised on a ranch, so he knew the duties of a cowboy. He was a nice,
dean boy; even Ma liked him.
There were four or five cowboys with each herd, and they watched
—really watched—to keep the cattle out of the homesteaders' com.
Once in a while cattle would get into a homesteader's corn patch. Oh
boy! The homesteaders would just rave. The ranchers always paid for
the damage done, but they always had to pay more than the corn was
worth in order to keep the pasture....
Fall came, with the big roundup. My brother Clarence and I got to
eat at the cook wagon. They were parked nearby. I wanted my mother
to see how they cooked and served from the back of a wagon. She
thought it was real clean, so she felt better about our eating with the
cowboys. The cook was a real crab. I'm telling you, no one snitched
any of his pies or anything else, at least not when he was around.
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It was a wonderful sight to see those cattle going over the hill to
market in Dallas, South Dakota, forty-five miles away. Dallas was the
end of the railroad at that time. It came from Gregory to Dallas, then
later to Winner. There was quite a to-do about getting them to extend
the railroad. Tom Worsley and two other businessmen from Witten
went to Chicago to meet with the directors of the Chicago & North
Western. They were gone a week. By golly, they came back wiih a contract for the railroad to go through Winner. By that time, there was a
lot of cattle and grain to be shipped out. Elevators were built for the
grain. The mail still came in by stage. The next year, the railroad was
extended to Wood in Mellette County.
It was funny to go shopping with a lumber wagon and team. We
bought groceries once a month, except in the winter. In the fall, we'd
go to Presho. It was farther, but it was a railroad town and we could
buy cheaper. We'd bring back a couple of barrels of Gold Medal flour
and sugar and some slabs of bacon. And we'd put in a big supply of
coffee, dried apples, peaches, pears, prunes, and apricots. Mother was
a great hand for sauce. Meat kept good out there; bacon never spoiled

Tom Worsley, who later married
Mabelle Stewart, lived on a claim
in the Witten area.
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before we got it used up. We raised most of our own meat, and Dad
was a good wild-game hunter. Dad could smoke meat. You can't believe how good it was.
It was the real West when we went out. It settled quick and changed
quick. With the easterners coming in, it really changed. The first fall
we were there the new towns had a rodeo at Witten. We went in early
and saw our first bull-dogging and wild broncos. It was fun. There
were so many good riders and good horses, but someone peddled
whiskey to the Indians, and it sure ended up in a free-for-all. Several
got shot. Ma sure hustled Dad and all of us out of there. We even forgot to pick up our groceries at the store. It really got wild and out of
hand. All the signs in town were shot up, too.
In Presho, Dad had bought me my pony, so I didn't ride Barney any
more. We drove him with the buggy. Once in a while I'd hitch him to
Mom's buggy and take a ride around the prairie. One day Mom wanted
to go across the prairie about a mile to see Mrs. Miller. I promised to
take her. I hitched Barney to the buggy. We hadn't said anything to anyone about what we were going to do. There were no roads, so we went
out our ranch yard, up the fence, and out across the prairie.
About halfway there, I saw a cowboy up on the hill. It was one of the
boys who rode keeping cattle away from the homesteaders' crops. All
of a sudden, he came tearing across the prairie. I thought, "My gosh,
what's his hurry?" Then I realized he was coming after us. Mother
was riding along as happy as could be, and I didn't look back. He rode
up beside my side of the buggy and said, "I'll ride along by you for a
little bit."
Mother was suspicious of cowboys. She didn't think it was necessary; after all, we were only going to the next house for a visit. He rode
closer and whispered, "Look behind you." I leaned out the buggy and
looked back. There was a whole herd of longhorns following. All
1 could see was horns, and they were long. Our cowboy friend then
said, "I think I'd better go along with you." I wondered aloud, "What's
making them follow us.^" Watching that sea of horns, he said,
"They're curious. They don't know what a buggy is. If you were horseback, they wouldn't pay any attention to you. Don't go out in a buggy;
they'll follow you every time."
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The cowboy got us to Millers. I was scairt to go back. He told us to
stay about an hour. He'd be around and would go back with us. When
mother realized we were being followed by a whole herd of dangerous
longhorns, she was so frightened she would never go out in the buggy
again. She stayed close to home.
That first winter we had dances at our place because we had a piano.
All the old people came, and they sure could square dance, polka,
waltz, and do the reels. My Mom and Dad were the top dancers. They
liked the waltz; they had a perfect rhythm. They swayed and rolled
with the music. Dad was sure light on his feet for all of his 205
pounds, and it was something to watch them dance an old-time waltz.
Everyone brought something for the lunch. We had a copper boiler,
and it was kept for making the coffee. It was never used for anything
else. Mother and I would bake the day before. Oh boy, the doughnuts
we made! Everyone would eat, dance, play cards, and talk.
Our house was twenty-four feet long by sixteen feet wide. We had
one long room. It made a pretty good place for dances. The second
winter. Dad and two of the neighbors brought four loads of lumber
from Presho. Dad built a slant-roof room, twenty-four feet long by
fourteen feet wide—a real big room with a hardwood floor. We waxed
the Hoor, put the piano in one corner, and, boy, was that a good place
to dance. There were a lot of musicians out there. Whenever anyone
wanted a dance, they'd come to our place to see if it would be okay,
and it usually was.
No one had time to be lonesome. In the spring, the man next to our
place started a store in one end of their house. He laid a hardwood floor
and had Saturday night dances, too. Three homesteaders furnished the
music with a violin, a guitar, and an accordion. The lunch was coffee
and sandwiches. There was no drinking, no beer, no liquor of any kind.
Sometimes there was cider—we'd get apples in from Wisconsin.
Dad wasn't a drinker. He couldn't drink like some; four or five
drinks and he would be down. He never would drink in the house.
When we lived in Illinois, he would go to town. Some of his cronies
would get ahold of him and they'd go to have a drink. In Dakota he
didn't drink even though there was a saloon on every corner. Oh boy,
there was a lot of drinking in Dakota!
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Dad chewed tobacco, but after we moved he quit chewing. He
smoked a pipe most of the time. If someone wanted to get him something for Christmas but didn't know what to buy, it would usually be
cigars, although he didn't particularly care for cigars. I know mother
always felt badly if he'd been drinking. He was a good man, a very generous man. He loved his family, was very proud of his family, and he
was always good to my mother.
Dad liked to hunt. He was a good shot and he was always hunting.
He also liked a table set full. He liked company. Someone would come
along, and help with the milking, and then stay for a few days. Dad got
the help; Mother got the work.
We had many animals, including moles, in South Dakota, but they
didn't get into houses. We didn't have mice and rats. There were lots
of prairie dogs. . . . Many a horse has broken a leg by stepping in a
prairie-dog hole. They were worse in the southern part of the county
where the soil was sandy; the ground was harder in the northern part.
1 don't remember being bothered with spiders, and we didn't have
mosquitoes until after we put in the lake.
The worst thing homesteaders had was bedbugs. They were in the
lumberyards. When the carpenters were building our house, you'd see
them after something all of a sudden, and it would be a bedbug. They
were in all the houses. The carpenters would soak the studdings and
rafters with a solution before they put up the walls and ceiling. Mother complained of the smell of whatever they were using, for it smelled
terrible. The carpenter told her they had to use it or we'd be alive with
bedbugs. A bedbug would set Mother crazy. You had to watch dose to
keep clean of them.
There weren't many fiies. One would think with cattle around, you
would have them. Sometimes in the heat of the summer, with cattle
and horses close around the house, there would be a few, but not
many. They never bothered much. Black sand fieas out of ilie grass
would come in on your clothes. If one got into your bed, it would drive
you crazy and keep you awake all night. Spreading oil of cedar on your
pillow and on your bed, maybe three or four times, would get rid of it.
A sand fiea the size of a pinhead will leave you covered with a trail of
red, itchy spots.
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We had jackrabbits; they were edible but "strong." If parboiled in
vinegar water to remove the wild taste, then cooked your favorite way,
they're good. Jackrabbit is eaten a lot out there. We used to smoke
them. Their winter coat is white, and they're hard to see. In winter the
prairie is full of them. They're quick, making them hard to shoot or
even to run down with a horse. Cottontail rabbits are plentiful along
the creeks. Clarence's dog Spot would have such fun chasing them out
of the grass. We used to have a lot of rabbits until they developed a disease. Then we wouldn't hunt them any more.
Buffalo were gone by the time we moved to Dakota. Antelope were
plentiful in the hills, but not on the prairies. We had lots of pheasant
and lots of waterfowl. The Dakota pheasants are different than the
pheasants in Illinois. They live on grasshoppers and other insects.
Their breast would cut into six pieces. It would come off in layers. We
would dress out the big breasts and legs and not bother with the rest.
When we first went out there, Okreek in Mellette County, Cut Meat,
Wounded Knee, Saint Francis Mission, and Pine Ridge were all good
fur-bearing districts. There are a lot of raccoons and other small furbearing animals. The Indians were good travelers and good hunters,
catching where others couldn't catch a thing. The women have a real
way of their own with fiirs. They clean, stretch, and tan hides with
herbs and stuff that are of their own makeup. Their furs are as soft as
cloth.
We were at the foot of Dog Ear Buttes, a chain of big, pointed hills,
full of cactus. They're pretty in the spring when in blossom, but they're
not very nice to be dumped off a horse into. Indians had names for all
the buttes. They liked to climb up on buttes to look around to find their
bearings. There was Standing On Butte, but the most popular was Battelyon Butte. They went to Winner on Battelyon Butte road. Dog Ear
Butte was south of Dad's land.
There was an Indian trail along the foot of the buttes going off into
the south. When they came along the butte to the crossing of Dog Ear
Creek, they were in sight of our house. It was kind of nice to sit out on
the step and look towards the buttes and see a little wagon shackling
along, Indians in it. Somebody would be driving four or five ponies.
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trailing them along. They could be seen in places along the horizon,
funny little old wagons v^ith canvas over the tops. They were always
traveling, going, never staying in one place very long. They went from
one village to another. There'd be a beef over the barbecue. As long as
the beef lasted, they'd stay. When it was gone, they'd move on. They
lived that way. No matter how many came in, they were fed. There
would be beef and fried bread—that was good! It wasn't bread fried; it
was made from a big pan of raised bread dough. The woman would
break off little pieces of dough and roll it like a ball, then stretch it.
She kept working it in her hands. I can't do it. I've tried, but I always
pull a hole in it. They never do. They get it the size they want, then
drop it in a kettle of boiling grease. It starts to sear right away. It's then
flipped over, taken out, and sprinkled with sugar or syrup. It's good. It
looks like a pancake but it tastes like yeast bread.
Being near Dog Ear Creek we had friendly Indian neighbors, and
most could talk English. One day Pretty Voice Hawk came riding in
and was talking to Dad. Ma was baking bread. When he smelled the
fresh bread, he wanted to buy some. Dad gave him two loaves and
some fresh churned butter. The next week he came again and said,
"Bread good, not sour. Have money soon." Dad gave him more bread;
he lefl:. A short time afterward he got his check from the agency. He
came and gave Ma two silver dollars. Later on In the fall he gave me a
beautiful pony.
Along Dog Ear Butte Dad had a real nice place. There was a lot of
shelter for the cattle, but there was no water. There was an ideal spot
for a lake with bluffs on each side. Dad spent all fall building a dam.
The overflow from Dog Ear Creek filled the lake in the spring. It covered about three acres of land. We planted trees all across the dam so
it wouldn't wash. Any place that has water will sell; cattlemen can't
ranch without water.
I had a canoe to go on the lake to fish. The lake was well stocked. I
tipped over so many times that Dad had an Indian make me a fiat-bottomed boat. When I was out there in 1966 the lake was still there.
They had taken care of it. We had named it Silver Lake; it still is. How
fast the trees had grown that I helped plant so many years ago!
A nearby neighbor named Joe came from Keokuk, Iowa. He had
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built himself a small shack and was building a fence around it. He
had eight big mules and a freight wagon from Dallas. One day, he was
working on his fence when Tom Greenwood, a full-blood Sioux, rode
up. Tom talked good. He asked foe where he came from. Joe stuttered
bad, and when he got stuck on a word he shut his eyes. Now he was
stuck on the "K" and kept saying, "I come from Kuk Kuk, I come from
Kuk." He had a hand axe in his hand and was waving it over his head.
He finally got "Keokuk" out. He opened his eyes and saw Tom just going over the hill. Tom sure was scared. He had never heard anyone
stutter before.
Afterwards, Joe came down to our tent and had supper with us. He
was telling Dad about it and got stuck on his "K" again. He always
stayed with it until he made it. We had our tent divided with curtains.
I was back in my part. It was so funny I snickered, and he heard me
and said to Dad, "I never get mad when kids laugh at me. You can
come out now." I got a little talk from Dad.
Being down on the Tonka, the creek that made the hne between Nebraska and South Dakota, made us quite dose to the settlement line.
Tripp County's southern border is on the Nebraska border. The Indians had their choice of allotments before the registration for drawings, before homesteaders' rights started. They all chose land along
the Tonka. They liked the water.
A lot of ranches sprang up. The land was mostly owned by Sioux
City stock buyers and Omaha men. Omaha men owned ranches
northeast of us on the White River. They had good managers and
hired thirty-five to forty cowboys the year around. The owners came
out about once a year to check on their ranches
The winters in South Dakota were severe, but they weren't too long.
We very seldom had bad weather before Thanksgiving. By then, we
were looking for snow. Between Thanksgiving and Christmas we'd
have a lot of snow. It would be chilly, but the air was so clear and dry
that it didn't penetrate, and you didn't feel the cold. The second winter
we were there the snow was so deep that cattle couldn't get through.
They were in snow to their bellies and they couldn't get out, especially
the older cows. Every morning, cowboys would come along the fenceline to spot stranded cattle. They'd throw a rope over her horns, speak
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to their horse, and pull her out. Dad had put up two long, low sheds,
open to the south. Our cattle wintered pretty well in there.
Spring usually opened in March. Springs are early in the Dakotas.
It would warm up by the end of February. We wondered at how fast
the weather could change. You would just see the snow melt.
Gowboys got so they knew the weather pretty well. They'd stop in
and say, "This snow and cold won't last much longer. We'll get a Ghinook; that'll break this up." When I first heard that expression, I wondered what was meant by a Ghinook. We got so we'd look for the Ghinook wind in the spring. It comes from over the mountains from the
south or the west and is always warm....
Storms come up fast in the Dakotas all year around. Everyone had a
storm cellar. Most homesteaders dug them not far from the house.
We dug a combination storm-and-storage cellar under our house after
it was built. The entrance was a trap door in the floor. You went down
by ladder. We never had to use it because of storms, so ours was for
storage. Mother thought Dad was too heavy to go down into the cellar,
so whenever something was needed, I had to go down the ladder
while someone held a lantem at the top of the stairs.
The first fall, we got a sub-post office put in at the ranch to help the
ranchers and homesteaders. They were so far away from a post office,
and there was no rural delivery yet. They brought their mail in, and
they picked it up. Dad became a full-fledged postmaster. At that time,
no civil-service examination was needed. The government set up the
little post offices and paid for the use of the space and the carrying of
the mail to and from Witten, ten miles away. We got mail three times
a week in good weather; in bad weather we were lucky to get it at all.
The fellow who carried the mail moved away, so I took it over, following the Indian trails and fences into Witten and back. A girlfriend accompanied me often. We could make the trip easy in a half a day. One
time, we got caught in a squally blizzard, making it necessary for us to
stop at a ranch home to sit it out. It lasted for about two hours. Tom
Worsley, the postmaster at Witten, would make up the mail. Then I'd
carry it cross-country to our branch post office. I met my future husband through the United States post office!
Witten, an original townsite established by the government in the
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days of early settlers, was named after Judge Witten. He was one of the
judges for the land drawings. Hamill and Ideal were other townsites.
Every so many miles there was established a section for schools. There
were townsites and school sections. Witten was our closest town. Old
Witten is nothing now; it's cow pasture. The railroad came in one and
one-half miles south, and the town moved—churches, schools, businesses, everything. It became New Witten. We had twenty-two lots in
Old Witten and didn't get a dime out of them.
The locators, Jackson brothers and others, made themselves rich off
the homesteader by locating their claims for them.^ Take a grassy
plain, as far as you can see—you wouldn't begin to know where your
claim is. You couldn't find it. I don't think you'd ever find it unless you
knew or had studied the maps. Well, they had the maps. There were
no roads, just Indian trails. Those locators got in there. Some of them
were "squaw men" who had married Indian women and had been
bom and raised there. They knew all the Indians. And they had a good
idea where the claims were. They'd hit out on horseback and find the
comer stakes, then mark them with a big red ñag. Sometimes the cattle knocked the flags down, but no matter; they would usually remember. The locators established oftices in Dallas and Gregory.
People coming in on the train usually didn't know where their
claims were. They would have to wait for someone to take them. The
locators drove them out and charged them like everything—something like one to two hundred dollars for their help in finding the
stakes that surrounded their homestead land. Well, if they had five or
six a day, just think how the money could pile up.
The Jackson brothers had a section of land where New Witten is.
They were trying to get the railroad there, but it was so long coming
that they sold it to homesteaders who didn't get land in the drawings.
These people came out to buy. Then the Jackson brothers established
the town of Carter. It was not an original townsite; it was a Jackson
townsite, and they located people all around it.
Dad had 160 acres, like all the homesteaders. In order to establish
6. The sons of Iowa governor Frank Darr [ackson, the Jackson brothers operated the Westem Townsite Company. Sec Neison, After the West Was Won, pp. 92, 94-95.
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your claim you had to live on it for fourteen months, put down a well,
and break so many acres of land for com. After you proved up, so
much an acre was paid for the land. It wasn't much, practically nothing.? After proving up, you could sell or you could stay. The biggest
majority stayed. Those who sold had to sell with rehnquishment, that
is giving up your claim. They sold for what they could get. They usually made a little money on it. Some didn't build houses for four or
five years; they lived in dugouts. It was hilly, so they dug into the side
of a hill and cut windows and doors. It wasn't very light inside, so they
used lamps most of the time, but they were warm. Dugouts were
mostly built in and lived in by bachelors.
Families who couldn't build frame homes right away made sod
houses. They skimmed the prairie and used the sod for the walls and
roof. After the sides were up, poles were laid real dose together across
the sides. Then a layer of branches (called shag) was set and covered
with sod. It wasn't unusual for weeds to be growing on top of the
7. The price paid for Tripp County lands ranged from $2.50 to $6.00 per aae, depending
upon the time of filing. Nelson, Aßer the West Was Won, p. 18.

Tom Worsley, holding the guitar, gathers with friends for entertainment at his claim
shack near Witten.
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house. Stovepipes were sticking out for chimneys. The sod walls were
about a foot thick. It was real quiet inside, since no sound came in
from the outside, and they were warm. No wind could be felt blowing
through. Some sod houses had three or four rooms, and they were
partitioned off. The partitions were covered with building paper
pasted on. One would be surprised how nice they could be fixed up.
Some families lived in sod houses for two or three years. For beds,
two-by-fours were hinged to the wall with legs on in front. They'd
hook them up against the wall under a big shelf with a curtain hanging from it to cover the folded bed. They all had these wall beds, and
they were comfortable with the mattress and springs on the frame.
When one entered a sod house, you wondered where they slept.
Dad had a carpenter, and our house was built within two months.
The next year he built a twenty-four-foot-by-fourteen-foot addition on
the back. We had the biggest house.
North of Witten were quite high hills with a nice level mesa. The
Jackson Brothers, the wealthy locators and realtors from Dallas, South
Dakota, bought up a great deal of land on that plateau, or mesa, and
started a town called Redville.^ They were selling lots for big prices.
There wasn't a post office—post offices were only in government
townsites—but they had big stores, three or four saloons, and a good
hotel. In some ways, they had better buildings and better businesses
than Witten. There was more money.
Witten people and Redville settlers had worked up a nice ongoing
rivalry. Redville put on a big rodeo. Of course my dad, mother, brother, and I had to go the first fall we were out there. We went to everything. The day before, I had gone to a neighbor's and coaxed my girifriend's mother to let her go to the rodeo with us. Virginia stayed
overnight with me. The next morning we took off, I on my pony, and
Virginia on her horse. He wasn't much for riding. He was more of a
lumbering farm horse. Mom and Dad came along in a big farm
wagon. Golly, that team hardly went ofl?"a walk. It was darn near noon
before we got in. Virginia and I could have ridden on ahead and gotten
8. This town may have been Red Hill. I have not been able to locate a town called Redvilie.
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into town in an hour and a half, but the folks insisted we stay along
with the wagon.
They had butchered a couple of beeves to barbecue. The Indians
came in the night before. It was a sight to see. For a mile around you
couldn't see anything but teepees. The town was swarming with Indians; a big time was planned.
Dad put the horses in a livery barn, and we went to the hotel for dinner. Mother told Dad she didn't want to walk out to the rodeo. After
dinner he got the team and wagon and drove out and set the wagon so
we could watch. A lot of them did that. I wanted to take my pony, but
no, no, no, we all had to go in the wagon. When we got out there, the
races were on. It was wild! You have no idea how wild cow ponies can
get.
Billy Brown had a little dapple-gray horse, just a beauty. She was
Indian broke and rode just as easy as could be. We hadn't been there
long and Billy came around. He was going to bulldog in the next period and asked would I keep his horse.9 Sure I would. We tied her to
the wagon. Two or three events after that, the girls' horse-race event
came up. Billy said, "You ride my pony. You'll come in first if you ride.
I'll bet on it. She's been in a race before. Just let her have her head." I
didn't say anything to Mother. I knew she wouldn't allow it. Billy
sensed my thoughts and said, "There won't anything happen to you.
She won't even miss you."
I got out of the wagon. Virginia stayed in and talked to Mother. I
rode the race and won. Boy, oh boy! I lost all the hairpins out of my
hair. I was sailing along with my hair flying out in back of me. I must
have looked like a wild woman. When I got to the wagon Billy was
jumping up and down, yelling, "You get the prize money! You keep it
all!" I think it was flfteen dollars. Mother didn't say a word, but I knew
I was in for it. Boy, I knew I was in for it.
Along about four o'clock. Mother wanted to go home. Dad thought
it would be fun to stay. One of the committee men was around look9. "Bulldog" refers to throwing a steer to the ground by seizing Ilie homs and twisting the
animal's neck.
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ing and watching, and he told Dad he didn't think it was a good idea
because towards night it would get pretty wild. That was enough; it
was all settled. Mother said, "We are going home," so we went home.
That night, it seems people from both towns got to bickering. They
ended up taking sides, and they tore the shirts off of each other. It was
said the next morning there wasn't a man in town that had a shirt on.
No one got hurt; they didn't fight. Some fellow said, "Let's tear his
shirt off," and that started i t . . . .
Another day, I left about 10 A.M. to go in with the mail and was going down the line fence. Out of a homestead home came Mrs.
Gamins, waving and shouting that her hired girl had just been bitten
by a rattlesnake. Would 1 get the doctor.^ Mr. Gamins wasn't home. He
had the drugstore in Witten. The doctor lived on a homestead about
three miles south. I rode there and found him home and went back to
the Gaminses' with him so he wouldn't get lost. The girl had been bitten on her little finger by a small rattlesnake. By the time we got there
her arm was swelled to her shoulder. She lived, but she sure was sick.
In a few days her arm and side were all spotted. That was the first time
I ever saw someone who had been bitten by a rattler, and it sort of
shook me up as I had a box of rattles from snakes I'd killed.
One afternoon I was helping herd cows, and out of her house came
Mrs. Bliss on the run yelling, "A rattlesnake! Help me!" We both ran
into the house, and there was a rattlesnake crawling in the rafters. We
were afraid it would slide down inside the wall. Mr. Bliss was in Dallas
to bring a load of freight for their store. I knew he had a .22 rifle. Mrs.
Bliss got it. She poked at the snake with a pole and got it far enough
out for me to get close and shoot. We got it, but it took two shots. Dad
told me afterwards that was mighty poor shooting....
Sometime later, Mellette Gounty, the county north of us, was having a land drawing, the same type of drawing Dad had registered in
in Tripp Gounty. So my boyfriend Tom Worsley and I, and Joe and
Ruthie, a couple we went around with, left early one morning in October for Gregory. Tom was driving his team in a double-seated buggy,
and we intended to be at home that night.
We registered, even if Ruthie and I had to lie a little bit about our
ages—not much, but a little. We were both nearing our twentieth

Copyright © 2005 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

FALL 2005

Homesteading on the Rosebud [ 245

birthdays. Neither one of us drew any land, but we both got married,
so we drew a man instead!
About three o'clock, we were thinking of starting back when a quick
snowstorm came up. We had to stay all night. Joe and Ruthie were being married that fall. They thought, "Why don't we all get married?" I
don't think our folks thought Tom and I were going to be married. If
they did, they never said so. (People think kids are funny now; they
were just as funny then.)
So, we were all married by a justice of the peace. We were from Tripp
County, being married in Gregory County. None of us knew if it was legal. They weren't so much on legality out there in those days; they
shifted over the line a lot. Tom mentioned something to Joe about the
legality of it. Joe said, "I don't see any difference. Where's the line?"
All well and good, so we celebrated. We didn't have anything to
drink, though. We came home. I went to mine, Ruthie went to hers.
No one said anything about it. Finally, my conscience was hurting. I
had never felt right about it. I had never kept anything from my folks,
especially Dad—we were real dose. One day. Dad and I were working
at something and I told him we had gotten married when we were
gone to Gregory.
I remember how funny he looked at me and didn't say anything. I
was afraid he was mad at me. After the pause he said, "You did? Well,
why aren't you Uving with your husband then?" I felt funny but managed a reply. "We didn't say anything to anybody." "Well," he said, "are
you ashamed of it?" "No," I answered, "but I was afraid you and Mother would get mad." "Did you intend to live with us the rest of your
life?" he asked. I felt very embarrassed so went right in and told Mother. When I took the mail the next day from the ranch, I told Tom. He
said he thought it was kind of foolish anyway. We ought to be married
in the church. The boys were Catholic; Ruthie and I were not. Joe, being Catholic, wanted to be married in the Catholic Church.
When Dad found out we had been married by a justice of the peace,
he didn't like it at all, not at all. He didn't object to my getting married
if I wanted to; he liked Tom. He just didn't approve ofthat way of doing. We felt rather shabby about the whole thing, too.
Next, we found out Ruthie and I were both pregnant. Then it was
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different. I was really upset. There wasn't anything funny about it any
more. We had no resident priest, no church. The priest came once a
month. When Father Novak came, Tom talked to him. At first Father
scolded, then he laughed and said he thought it was time we were
getting married to give that baby a name. The closest church was at
Colóme. All four of us took instruction. I continued taking instruction
after we were married.
The four of us got married over again on January 15, 1912. Tom always recognized the January date as our legal marriage date. I thought
we were legally married October 19,1911, maybe in the wrong county,
but legally.
The priest was very nice. He was a little bit of a man. He opened a
bottle of altar wine and poured out a generous glass for each of us. I
had never tasted wine before, was afraid of it and didn't want to drink
it. I sipped the wine and didn't like it, so I didn't take any more. Joe
could drink a gallon, so I got around behind him, gave him my wine,
and he drank it. He never got drunk, but he sure could drink quite a
bit. I was grateful to him for helping me out.
We started housekeeping behind the post office in a teeny bedroom,
a little living room, and a kitchen. I took care of the post office while
Tom worked as a carpenter. We saved quite a bit of money that way.
Tom was pretty well-to-do when we were married. He had a good
start and had quite a Httle money in savings. Tom's homestead was
on Cottonwood Creek, eight miles west of Witten. He had 320 acres
of good land and quite a herd of cattle. But vaccination wasn't being
done in those early days, and sometimes ranchers lost whole herds.
Catastrophe struck the second year we were married. We lost sixty big
steers, ready for market, with anthrax. Anthrax and black leg were
some of the hardships of homesteading.
A pit was dug, and steel posts were put across for grates. The carcasses of those sixty big, fat steers were rolled onto the grates and
soaked with dirty oil from tractor drainings. The fire was lit. That fire
had to be watched to keep the carcasses soaked with oil until they were
burned enough to pull the grates out and let the remains drop into
the pit to be covered with dirt. It took five dollars of oil to bum one
carcass. They burned all night near the creek in the buffalo wallows
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Tom Worsley's success as a farmer is evident in this photograph of the wheat and
oat harvest on his land near Witten.

where they had picked up the anthrax. That about busted us. Out on
the homestead we were a long way from everything. There were good
times and bad times. A lot of people weathered it.
After years of working in the post office, Tom decided to work for
the Federal Land Bank through the Omaha office as a land appraiser
in 1932 and 1933. During the drought and dust storms in the thirties,
people just couldn't make a living, so they packed up the old car and
left. They went wherever they had people to go to: Iowa, Illinois, anywhere. Those little homesteads, some nice little houses, sat there on
the prairie with cattle carousing around, breaking windows, and letting the dust in.
Tom had to measure everything—the buildings and the land—because the Eederal Land Bank had loans on them. I went with him
many times. They sent appraisers out to see what could be done.
Some ranchers didn't have anyplace to go, nor the means to get out,
and would still be living there otherwise. They had applied for loans to
help them get on their feet again.
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All this appraisal work had to be done on field sheets. Tom would be
out for days, then he'd come home. The maps would have to be colored, measurements typed up, and his suggestions made on whether
he thought the loan application should be honored. Then they were
mailed to the head office.
One day I went with Tom to a place close to Witten. These people
had been our neighbors, but they had gone. They had a beautiful
four-bedroom, two-story home. He had raised cattle and sheep. There
were low sheds on one side. We measured the bam and the house.
The barn was filling with blowing dust. Then we went looking for
the sheds. We couldn't find them; they weren't there. The drifting soil
had completely covered them. There was just a mountain of dust and
soil. They had an orchard. We went looking for it. It, too, was a drift of
dirt, forteen feet high, with a hmb sticking out now and then. It's still
that way. Someone bought the house and moved it away. Some ofthat
soil blew in from Texas....
The smoldering dust and drought of the thirties began take their toll;
the future was a bleak one. In 1938, my husband and I decided to take
our family back to Wisconsin, back to the farm where he had been
bom and raised. He kept this large farm going all of the time he was in
Dakota, and it was certainly time that he did return to manage it.
We had a family often children, Tom and I. Three passed on as just
babies; our oldest daughter Maryon was married with a child of her
own; Wayne and Monnie were in college; and there were four others
(Wion, Gail, Mavis, and Ann) who needed to be near good schools and
colleges to further their educations. South Dakota had been good for
us, and we would have liked to have stayed there, but at this point
there were more advantages in our moving. We rented our properties
and packed our things to head East.
When I'm asked, "Would you like to pioneer again?," my answer is
"Yes." I liked the West. It was beautiful. The air was so clear. Oh boy!
You could sleep for a week, and one was hungry all the time. People
were so friendly, like one big family. Sometimes someone might be a
little standoffish, but not many. We went out when it was untouched
and so beautiful. It is much different now.
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