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"My Best Pal": The Story of a Girl and Her Horse

WINIFRED ANGEL ZIEMANN
Introduced and edited by Zelma Zieman

One of the best gifls my grandmother, Winifred Angel Ziemann, gave to her
family was a written family history. In 3972, she assembled clippings and
photographs and wrote down facts and anecdotes about her life and her ancestry. She joked that even though it was a leap year, the extra day still did
not leave her enough time to finish. By the time she was done, her reminiscences, which she entitled "Trees, " totaled more than one hundred fifty
pages. She gave each of her four children a copy. Filled with her sense of humor, it is a gifi her family has always treasured. Her story, "My Best Pal,"
comes from this document and relates one of her favorite memories about
her early years homesteading in South Dakota with her parents.
Winifred Angel was bom in Blakesburg, Iowa, on 1 October 18^4. Her
father, Charles Angel, died shortly before her first birthday, leaving her
mother, Delphina Mahon Angel, to return to teaching school. Winifred was
an only child, but both of her parents came from large families. Until she
was old enough to attend school, "little Winnie," as she was called, spent
time with her grandparents and her many aunts and uncles while her
mother taught. She was especially fond of her Grandfather Angel, who
showed her how to whistle. Her Grandmother Mahon, however, disapproved of her whistling on Sundays. "A whistling girl and a cackling hen are
sure to come to some bad end, " she told Winnie.'
Winifred's mother married Martin Delmore ("Del") Simpson in 1905.
Drawn to South Dakota by the prospect of owning 160 acres of land by simI. Prairie Progress in West Central South Dakota (N.p.: Historical Society of Old Stanley
County, 1968), p. 444.
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Two-year-old Winifred sits with her mother, Delphina Mahon Angel, forthis portrait
taken in 1896 in Atbia, Iowa.
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ply living on it for five years, Del moved the family west in May ofigo6.
They traveled hy train to the end of the rail line at Pierre and then ferried
across the Missouri River, continuing west on the Old Deadwood Trail.
Their belongings, according to an account Winifred wrote for a local history
hook, included "two wagons loaded with household goods and farm equipment, a crate of chickens, two covjs, and two teams of horses."^ There were
no bridges, and the wagons got stuck at every creek crossing. The weather
was so rainy, it took eleven days to travel the forty-five miles from Fort
Pierre to their homestead (NE 1/4 0/S20, T4N, R2¡E), in what later hecame known as Plum Creek Township between Hayes and Midland.
After living in a tent for many days, the family moved into their first
house, a ten-by-sixteenfoot tar-papered shack. Winified attended school in
a sod house. Each student brought his or her own chair, hooks fiom home,
and, because the roof leaked, an umhrella. She completed the eighth grade
in lgio. That fall, she lefi home to continue her education in Wayne, Ne2. Ibid., p. 442.

Winifred's mother married Martin Delmore Simpson in 1905. They soon moved
the family, along with their meager belongings, to a homestead forty-five miles
from Fort Pierre.
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hraska, where she lived with her stepfather's sister, Mary, and her husband,
Sidney Deyo Relyea, and their three daughters.
When she returned to South Dakota in lgn, Winifred taught at the tiny
White School, located sixteen miles north of Midland. She made forty-five
dollars a month. Three of her six students were nearly as old as she was,
and two were older. Later, she also taught at the Plum Creek, Wendt, and
Milton schools. Whenever she had earned enough money, she would return
to Nebraska to continue her education.
Winifred received a teaching certificate from Wayne State Normal
School {now Wayne State College) inig20. Before graduating, however, she
was nominated for the position of superintendent of schools for the newly
formed Stanley County in South Dakota. "So, " she wrote, "Ijust about had
to come back there to teach although I was offered better paying jobs elsewhere. 1 didn't have much hope of winning but I did in November. "^
3. Winifred Ziemann, "Trees," copy in editor's possession.

The Simpson homestead was located in the area later called Plum Creek Township.
Del Simpson and a neighbor can be seen standing on the hay wagon, and Winifred
and her mother are standing in front of the tar-papered shack.
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Winifred appears here around the time she graduated from Wayne State Normal
School and returned to Stanley County to teach school.

During the fall term prior to the election, Winifred taught school in
Hayes, where she met Charles E. Ziemann. Two years later, they were married in a double wedding with friends Mary B. Hall and William B, Young.
"None of us wanted a big church wedding, " Winifred recalled. "Charlie had
been brought up a Catholic, Bill was a Lutheran, Mary was u Baptist and
I was a Presbyterian so we compromised on the Methodist Church. "'^
Winifred and Charlie settled on his ranch near Hopewell. There was no
telephone, and the nearest neighbor and mailbox were both three miles
away. Over the next four years, their three sons—Zane, Charl Wayne
("Pat"), and Edison—were bom. They named the ranch "Dunmovin'" because they wanted to build a home where they could settle for good. Beginning in 2929 and continuing for the next seven years, they shuttled back
and forth between the ranch and a home in Hayes so that their children
could attend school.
4, Ibid,
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Winifred started a weekly newspaper called the Hayes Booster, which
she published for two years. Their fourth child, daughter Enid, was bom in
1932. Drought and dust storms led to many hard years during which bib
overalls were patched and patched again. In the spring of 1934, a hlack
cloud on the horizon that Winifred thought was a thunderstorm turned out
to be a swarm of grasshoppers. The insects stripped the garden to the ground
and ate the paint off the house. "They even got inside the house," Winifred
recalled, "and ate the curtains on the kitchen windows and... dropped into
things cooking on the stove. "'
In 1936, the family lost their ranch and moved to Midland, the "good little town on the Bad River." Winified took a job as editor at the Midland
Mail, a weekly newspaper. Three years later, she began teaching at Midland
School. Charlie worked as a trucker, carpenter, and whatever else he could
find until 193S, when he was offered the job of city marshal and superintendent of water works.
During World War II, all three sons served in the military, and those they
lefi behind learned "more about geography and the islands in the Pacific
than we had ever leamed in school, " Winifred wrote. Because there was a
shortage of teachers, she kept busy working as a high school teacher and librarian, activities that "didn't leave me much time to worry on the side but
I worked in plenty anyway. "^ Fortunately, all three sons returned home.
In 1945, the family built the Ziemann Locker Plant, which operated for
almost ten years. Afier several years of poor health, Charlie Ziemann
passed away in 1959. Winified resigned fiom teaching in 1967. She had
been the school librarian and bookkeeper and had taught every grade from
kindergarten through high school. Not quite ready to retire at the age of seventy-three, she helped to organize a town library with the local New Century Club. She continued working at the library until her health failed. She
passed away in the spring of 1(^84 at the age of eighty-nine.
Throughout her life, Winified was involved in many community service
organizations, including the New Century Club, the American Legion
Auxiliary, and the Federation of Women's Clubs. In ig6S, she assisted the
Historical Society of Old Stanley County in compiling the book Prairie
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid.
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Progress in West Central South Dakota. She received many awards and
honors during her lifetime, including two gubernatorial proclamations declaring "Winifred Angel Ziemann Day." She liked to point out that one
had been bestowed by a Democrat, Governor Richard F. Kneip, on 14
September 1975, and the other by a Republican, Governor William]. Janklow, and the South Dakota State Library Association on 16 February
19SJ. "They took the notion to honor me as a librarian," she joked, ". . .
mainly because I'm. perhaps the oldest one to be still on the job.'"' She was
eighty-eight years old at the time.
Winifred Angel Ziemann is survived by her son Zane of Martin, South
Dakota, and her daughter Fnid Roland, of Marion, Virginia, both of
whom have graciously granted their permission for the publication of her
story here. Her grandchildren and great-grandchildren are scattered from
coast to coast.
My Best Pal

For as long as I can remember, I dreamed of having a real horse of my
own.
When I was one year old, my father died. Mother rarely told stories
about my babyhood, but she often told about the time shortly after my
father's death. The family was gathered for his funeral at Grandfather
Angel's home. The older folks were in a large room overlooking the
backyard. Most of the women in the room were crying.
I had been walking for about a month and was still pretty unsteady
on my legs. I was playing in the backyard, trying to ride a stick horse
as some of the older children were doing. Every time I lifted one foot
to straddle a stick horse, I sat down hard. Instead of crying, I struggled
up and tried again and again and again. One time in getting up, the
stick was between my feet, and when I stood up, I was mounted! At
first I was so amazed I just stood and looked. When I reahzed my
good luck, I began laughing and tried to jump up and down. My feet
did not hft off the ground, of course, because I was so young. The
scene was so funny, the mourners began to laugh.
7. Ibid.
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After that, I had stick horses galore.
As I grew older, instead of riding stick horses, I climbed trees and
rode the limber limbs up and down. Sometimes I was allowed to ride
the work horses to the fields and back. But all the time, I never
stopped wishing and hoping for a real, live horse of my very own.
When I was ten years old, my mother remarried. My stepfather, Del
Simpson, told me that horses ran wild all over the prairies, and there
would be no trouble getting a horse of my own out there. A year later,
we moved to South Dakota. I was pretty excited over the prospect.
When we did get to our new home, there were horses all over the
prairie, but most of those near us belonged to Bob Gray. His brand,
the Gircle G, was already on them. He had a horse ranch about three
miles west of us on Gottonwood Greek.'
One band of horses, though, roamed far and vride. The leader, a big,
beautiful, graceful bay stallion, did not wear any brand. He was
known as Big Red. No cowboy nor horse wrangler had ever had a rope
on Big Red,
When settlers first began to pour into the area, they had no time to
fence their land. They turned the stock they had out onto the prairie.
The animals were so tame they stayed close. But if Big Red and his
herd drifted by, he picked out the mares. Once they were in his group,
it was almost impossible to get them back. Big Red became such a
nuisance that after a few years some hot-headed settler shot and killed
him.
During the summer of 1908, when we had been in South Dakota a
little over two years, my stepfather made a trip to the Bjelkstrom
Ranch. It was about four miles east of us down on Plum Greek. He
went with a lumber wagon and came back dragging something tied to
the back of it. He stopped in the yard east of the house and came in
and said, "Well, Winnie, you have been harping long enough about a
horse of your own. There it is. It's all yours. Better leave it tied up
awhile."
8. Bob and Mary Gray are mentioned, along with numerous other ranchers in the area, in
George Philip, Cowboy Life: The Letters of George Philip, ed. Gathie Draine (Pierre: South
Dakota State Historical Society Press, 2007). See pp. 250, 253.
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Winifred (right) and an unidentified rider head into the pasture nearthe homestead
to check on a horse herd.

He unhitched his team and left the wagon and the horse right there.
As I walked toward it, the horse pulled back until it nearly sat down. It
laid back its ears, rolled its eyes, bared its teeth, and struck out at me
with its front feet. The horse must have been about two and one-half
years old. He was almost black and very shaggy. His mane and tail
were so matted with cockleburs they were stiff.
I asked if the horse had a name. Dad said he had heard the boys at
Bjelkstroms call him "Sky Rocket." I asked if he had ever been ridden.
Dad said, "It had a saddle on once. Three of the boys had been on but
didn't stay on."
Evidently, this horse had taken off for the outer spaces in such a way
as to earn his name. In order for Dad to get him home, one of the cowboys must have dodged underneath the wagon to avoid the horse's
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front feet and tied the rope to the rear axle under the wagon bed, I
never learned what kind of deal Dad made for the horse.
At thirteen years old, I had never handled a wild horse. I carried hay
and water to him and put it down within his reach. I talked to him all
the time I was near. As soon as he found out I did not mean to hurt
him or hit him over the head with a club, he became quite friendly
and allowed me to touch him. I used a curry comb on his rough coat,
and he seemed to like it. Then I began to remove the cockleburs. I
picked off over a peck of burs.
After awhile, I untied the rope from the wagon. I led him to the dam
for water, out to the pasture to eat green grass, and to the corral where
he had more freedom. Eventually, I could walk up to him anywhere, at
any time.
Finally, I saddled him and got on. He went off like a well-broke
horse. I had to teach him to neck rein and other things, but he was
quick to learn. He was sure-footed and quick and easy-gaited. We always seemed to understand each other and spent many happy hours
together. I had no other companions, and I loved him.
Rocket never pitched me but once. I rode him up to the kitchen
door one day to speak with Mother about something. A little yellow
kitten had heard my voice and came running out. To get to me, the
kitten began climbing Rocket's leg like it would a tree. The sharp
claws digging into his leg surprised and startled Rocket so that he
went right up into the air. He made two or three wild leaps before I got
him quieted. I managed to hold on, although I was as surprised as
Rocket was.
It was some time before I could get Rocket near the house again.
The kitten was just as badly frightened. I took it to Rocket, and, after a
few snorts, he and the kitten became friends and even rubbed noses.
As he grew older. Rocket became a beautiful dappled grey, like his
mother. Later, his coat turned almost white. He never grew to like my
stepfather, though. Rocket would never allow Dad to get near enough
to touch his head. But Dad managed, in a way, to ride him twice.
One day. Dad wanted to go to Gray's ranch but had no saddle horse
on hand. He asked to ride Rocket, so I saddled and bridled him, and

1
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off they went. A few hours later. Rocket came up to the house door
and whinnied. 1 went out and saw that there was no rider.
"Where is your rider. Rocket?" I asked. Rocket looked rather
amused and turned his head and looked back up the road. About a
quarter of a mile back, I saw Dad afoot. When he got to the house, I
asked, "Did Rocket throw you?"
"No," he answered. "When I untied him from the hitching post at
Gray's, he gave his head a flip and jerked the reins out of my hands.
He took off and kept out of my reach all the way home." Dad had
walked all three miles home.
Another time. Dad wanted to go to the Kirkpatricks', flve miles
away. He asked for Rocket again. I guess he thought the horse had for-

Winifred and Rocket (center) became close friends on the isolated plains of South
Dakota.
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gotten the other trip. So, I saddled and bridled Rocket, since he would
never let Dad get near his head to put a bridle on.
As before. Rocket came back to the house alone. This time, I could
have sworn Rocket was laughing. Again, I looked back down the road
and saw Dad walking rather slowly. When he got to the house I asked
what had happened.
"I don't know exactly," he said. "About halfway home, he just suddenly went out from under me. I found myself sitting on the ground
right in the middle of a patch of prickly-pear cactus! Then that horse
walked off and left me." Dad was so angry he was almost frothing at
the mouth.
It took Mother an hour or two to get all the cactus spines out of his
backside. He avoided doing much sitting for awhile.
The fall after I finished the eighth grade, I left home to continue my
education in Wayne, Nebraska. I lived with my Aunt Mary, Dad's sister; her husband, my Uncle Sidney; and their three daughters, Lois,
Mate, and Edna. Rocket was turned out on the range and had complete freedom for nine months at a time.
Each time I came home, I went out near where he was grazing and
shouted, "Rocket, Hello, Rocket!" He would lift up his head, look, and
whinny a welcome. I would walk right up to him. He seemed as glad
to see me as I was to see him.
One year, when I was gone. Rocket rounded up a small herd of
horses on the prairie. Like Big Red, he fought off any riders that came
near. One of Bob Gray's riders, Mac, wrote to me about it. "Some day
I'm going to shoot that so-and-so," Mac said. "He's got all the saddle
horses buffaloed." Of course, I wrote back and told him what would
happen to him if he harmed Rocket.
When I got home that summer, Mac came over and said, "I'll ride
with you out to where that little devil is holding his herd, and you can
see for yourself how mean he is now." So we rode out, and when we
got near Rocket, he laid back his ears, bared his teeth, and started for
us.
I called, "Rocket. Hello. Rocket!" He skidded to a stop, pricked up
his ears, and whinnied a welcome. I got off the horse I was riding and
walked right up to Rocket and put my arms around his neck. I heard
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Winifred (top) is pictured here with friends at Wayne State Normal School in Nebraska. She returned home every summer to check on Rocket.

Mac muttering, "Well, I'll be damned!" I changed saddles and rode
Rocket back.
After I finished my studies, I returned to South Dakota and taught
school. Several years later, I married Gharlie Ziemann. We took
Rocket with us to our ranch called "Dunmovin"' and turned him loose
in the pasture.
Just a few days later, there was a terrible thunderstorm. It was so
bad that Gharlie rode out afterward to see if there was any damage. He
found Rocket up by the wire fence, dead. He had been killed by a bolt
of lightning.
Not until many years later did I learn about Rocket's ancestry. A
former neighbor, Jessie Derby Frawley, came for a visit. Jessie and her
family had moved to Galifomia many years before, when I was a
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Winifred learned the story of Rocket's ancestry only years after she had grown up
and left home.
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young girl. I knew that Rocket, as a colt, had once belonged to her
family because Rocket wore the Box D or Derby brand.
Jessie told me that Rocket's mother had once been the saddle horse
of an old Indian chief named Gray Eagle, so the Derby family had always called the mare Gray Eagle, She was a beautiful gray but had
been dappled in her youth. When the Derbys settled on their homestead in South Dakota, they turned their horses out to graze on the
prairie. Along came Big Red and his band. Big Red rounded up Gray
Eagle and took her off with him.
Several months later the Derbys saw the herd, with Gray Eagle grazing quietly near their little pasture fence. They remembered how fond
of oats she had always been. They put some oats in a pan, called out to
her, and shook the pan. When Gray Eagle smelled the oats, she came
up to the fence. They lured her along to the gate and led her into the
pasture.
They got Gray Eagle back before her colt was born. With such a sire,
it was no wonder that Rocket was wild. Although I never did capture a
wild horse on the prairie, I did get the son of one. And the son of Big
Red, at that!
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