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"$3O a month for all summer and dont have
to work Sundays": Letters from Cowboy
Earl J. Martin

EDITED AND ANNOTATED BY
MOLLY KRUCKENBERC AND RICHARD W. SLATTA

Earl J. Martin spent more than a decade at the turn of the twentieth
century working as a cowboy on the Northern Great Plains, a place
that witnessed rapid change as the agricultural frontier shifted westward. Between the time of his first employment in South Dakota in
1901 and 1902 and his return to the state in 1908 following an interlude in Montana, a confluence of political, economic, and demographic forces radically altered the landscape. In letters home to his
parents in southeastern Nebraska, Martin described his life, work,
and the changes that came with the closing days of the open range.
Earl Martin was bom 10 February 1880 in Nebraska's Jefferson
County. In 1898 he left home, enlisted in the United States Army, and
fought in the Spanish-American War. Following his military service,
Martin returned home but in the spring of 1899 traveled to northwestern Nebraska, lured there by rumors of plentiful work and wages
ranging between eighteen and twenty-five dollars per month. He first
worked as a cowboy for the Ashley ranch in Grant County, Nebraska,
but stayed there for less than a year.' Like many cowboys, Martin
moved from outfit to outfit, looking for better working conditions and
pay. He spent the next year elsewhere in western Nebraska and then
moved on to South Dakota. Martin worked near Rapid City, Viewfield,
I. Martin likely worked for either Hiram ]. Ashley or Byrne R. Ashley, both of Grant
County, Nebraska. U.S., Bureau of the Census, Tweifih Census of the United States, 1900,
Whitman and Hyannis precincts, Grant County, Nebraska, National Archives Microfilm
Publication T623, Roll 928.
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Before he became a cowboy, Earl Martin enlisted in the army and served
during the Spanish-American War. He posed for this photograph in front of
his tent in Tennessee.

and Black Hawk from May 1901 until June 1902, when he left for eastern Montana. He remained in Montana until 1908 when, following a
visit to Minnesota, he returned to South Dakota to work in the Rapid
City and Spearfish vicinities.^
2. Molly Kruckenberg. ed.. "'Plenty of Work and Fair Wages': A Cowboy's Letters from the
Range," Montana The Magazine of Western History 56 (Autumn 2006): 60-65, 96.
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The cattle-ranching industry west of the Missouri River in South
Dakota had burgeoned in the several decades before Martin's arrival.
During his 1874 exploration of the Black Hills, Lieutenant Colonel
George A. Custer had praised the area for its ranching potential as
well as its mineral wealth. The next year, Colonel Richard I. Dodge
opined that "as a grazing country it cannot be surpassed."' Demand
for beef and work animals quickened with the influx of gold seekers to
the Black Hills, and small ranches proliferated following the Sioux
Agreement of 1877, which opened portions of the Great Sioux Reservation, including the Black Hills, to non-Indians. Treaty obligations to
supply Indian agencies with beef generated further opportunities for
local ranchers. Census figures reveal a large increase in the cattle population of Dakota Territory, which rose from 12,467 head in 1870 to
140,815 a decade later. Small ranches predominated in western Dakota until 1886-1887, when drought followed by a horrific winter took
their toll on cattle and ranchers alike.4
In 1889, the federal government divided what remained of the
Great Sioux Reservation, an area that had once encompassed all of
western South Dakota, into six smaller Indian reservations: the
Cheyenne River, Crow Creek, Lower Brule, Pine Ridge, Rosebud, and
Standing Rock. Within each of these entities, individual tribal members received a 160-acre parcel under the Dawes Severalty, or General
Allotment, Act, with the leftover lands declared "surplus" and offered
for sale to non-Indians. Subsequent legislation and government policy
further allowed non-Indians to gain access to individual allotments
3. Quoted in Bob Lee, "Ranching: East to West,' in A Neiv South Dakota History, ed. Hany
F.Thompson (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.: Center for Western Studies, Augustana College, 2005), p.
261.
4. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 4th ed., rev. |ohn E. Miller {Pierre: South
Dakota State Historical Society Press, 2004), p, 250. For additional details on early ranching
in South Dakota, sec Ed Lemmon. Boss Cowman: The Recollections of Ed Lemmon. 1S57-1946,
ed. Nellie Snyder Yost (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1969). pp. 210-12; Hazel
Adele Pulling, "History of the Range Cattle Industry of Dakota." South Dakota Historical Collections 20 (1940): 471-72, 477; Edward Everett Dale, The Range Cattle ¡ndustry: Ranching on
the. Great Plainsfrom 1865 to 1925, new ed. (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, i960),
p. 76; Harold E. Briggs, "The Development and Decline of Open Range Ranching in the
Northwest," Mississippi Valley Historical Review 20 (Mar. 1934): 521-36.
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through lease agreements. As a result, nearly ten million acres of land
became available for leasing to non-Indians.^
Ranchers like Bruce Siberts recognized the economic attractiveness of such arrangements. "Borrow money at 10 percent, buy a few
cows," he wrote, "and the herd will double every three years."^ The
open-range cattle boom was on. By the mid-i89os, tens of thousands
of cattle grazed on v^estern South Dakota grass, mostly on former
reservation lands or leased reservation pastures. These storied operations included the Turkey Track (E-6) and Hash Knife ranches, as well
as large herds owned by G. E. {"Ed") Lemmon and associates and the
73 outfit headed by James ("Scotty") Philip. As in the earlier era of
5. Herbert T. Hoover. "The Sioux Agreement of 1889 and Its Aftermath," South Dakota
History 19 (Spring 1989}: 58,
6. Bruce Siberts and Walker D. Wyman, Nothing but Prairie and Sky: Life on the Dakota
Range in the Early Days (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1954), p. }0.

The cattle ranching business boomed during the late 1800s, creating jobs for Martin and other cowboys like him. They often traveled from outfit to outfit in search of
the best pay.
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small ranches, another weather disaster, the "Big Winter" of 19061907, helped to spell doom for the large ranch outfits.^
Bad weather alone, however, was not the only reason for the end of
open-range grazing. In 1902, the federal government levied a dollarper-head fee on cattle grazing Indian reservation lands within the
state. That policy precipitated a huge roundup, involving hundreds of
cowboys, and helped to hasten the decline of the big ranches. Furthermore, the Newlands Reclamation Act passed that same year allowed
settlers to irrigate their lands with water from federally funded reservoirs. The policy succeeded well in enticing farmers to relatively arid
parts of the West. During the first decade of the twentieth century, in
excess of one hundred thousand people used the 1862 Homestead Act
and related legislation to obtain land in western South Dakota. In addition, the perception of safety for whites had increased once Indians
were confined to reservations. The last fatal conflict between whites
and Indians occurred in late October 1903 at Lightning Creek west of
the Black Hills in Wyoming, where individuals from the Pine Ridge
reservation had gone to hunt.^
The following year, and again in 1908, the United States government opened additional portions of the Rosebud Indian Reservation
to white settlement, holding land lotteries that drew tens of thousands
of prospective farmers anxious to win the chance to homestead. Similar land rushes took place in western South Dakota between 1909 and
1915. At the same time, railroad companies competed to complete the
link between the state's eastern and western portions. In 1907, rail
lines finally connected Pierre and Chamberlain, located on the Missouri River, with Rapid City, situated on the eastern edge of the Black
Hills. With access made easier, the West River population jumped
7. Pulling, "History of the Range Cattle Industry," p. 479; Lemmon, Boss Cowman, p. 229;
Schell, History of South Dakota, p. 251; Lee, "Ranching." p. 267.
8. Howard R. Lamar, ed., The New Encyclopedia of the American West (New Haven, Conn.:
Yale University Press, 1998), p. 784; Bert L Hall. comp.. Roundup Years: Old Muddy to Black
Hills, Centennial ed. (Philip. S.Dak.: Western South Dakota Buck-a-roos, 2000), pp. v, 19,
34; Paula M. Nelson, The Prairie Winnows Out /is Own: The West River Country of South
Dakota in the Years of Depression and Dust (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1996), p. xix;
Lee R. Boyer. "Conflict over Hunting Rights: Lightning Creek, 1903," South Dakota History
23 (Winter 1993): 301-20.
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from nearly 58.000 in 1905 to nearly 138,000 five years later.^ Historian Hazel Pulling well described the momentous changes. By 1908,
she wrote, "the free open range was no more. The small rancher, with
a few straggling farmers, become the predominate feature of Dakota's
vast cattle range."'°
As Martin's letters clearly reveal, the search for work at adequate
wages became much more difficult with the huge in-migration. The
cowboy's last correspondence from South Dakota documents his concern that the inexperienced homesteaders could not survive conditions on the semiarid plains. He was right. He also echoed the opinions expressed in 1878 by lohn Wesley Powell, who warned against
opening Dakota to homesteading under the original 1862 legislation,
which granted parcels of up to 320 acres. Powell had asserted that,
given the geography and climate, a minimum of "at least 2,560 acres"
would be required to support a ranching family and that in some areas
more land would be needed for a successful homestead." Such predictions, however, failed to deter the enthusiastic land seekers who
thronged to the state. Many people failed to gain homesteads at all.
The ratio of applicants for land to awards ranged from eight to one to
as high as twenty-eight to one."
The following fifteen letters constitute all of Had Martin's correspondence from South Dakota. His parents, Everard and Eunice Martin of Jefferson County, Nebraska, were the recipients of the majority
of his letters, although he occasionally wrote to his sisters Cora, Minnie, May, and Delia. He also inquired often about his younger brother
Ray and an apparent family acquaintance, Ross. Martin's letters are
presented as he wrote them. Even though he tended to spell creatively,
ignore the conventions of capitalization, and use periods and commas
9. John Hudson, "Two Dakota Homestead Frontiers," Annals of the Association of American Geographers 63 (Dec. 1973): 454-56; Lee, "Ranching." p. 273.
10. Pulling, "History of the Range Cattle Industry," p. 507. See also Richard W. Slatta,
"Long Hours and Low Pay: Cowboy Life on the Northern Plains," South Dakota History 32
(Fall 2002}: 194-216.
11. Quoted in Michael), Mullin. "South Dakota in the Twenty-first Century," in New South
Dakota History, pp. 542—43.
12. Hudson. "Two Dakota Homestead Frontiers," p. 456.
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interchangeably, Martin's candid and insightful comments on life in
early twentieth-century western South Dakota come through clearly.
In 1999, Martin's daughter Ellen M. Boyer of Santa Clara, California,
donated his correspondence to the Montana Historical Society. Today,
the letters reside in Small Collection 1648 at the Montana Historical
Society Research Center in Helena.

Rapid City, S. D., Sunday May 12th 1901
Dear Sister
I received a letter from you nearly a month ago but havent had much
time to write letters.
You will probaly be surprised to hear from me in Dacota but I
thought I could get better wages by going farther north west, Alt didnt
like to have me leave at all, but he was only paying me $25 a month.''
I told him I would ride till I got $30 or 35 a month, I left there the 29th
of April and arrived in rapid city the 6th of May. 1 was offered a job every day on the way up, at $25 a month but would'nt take them.
The first day I was in Rapid City I was offered 5 different jobs. A
ranchman living 25 miles north east of here, by the name of Shawn offered the best job and best wages. So I am working for him now at $30
a month for all summer and dont have to work Sundays. He wants me
to file on a piece of land for him, will give me $10, says I can go back
the next day and get it canded if I want to. He says I wont loose my
home stead wright by doing it. I don't want to loose my home stead
wright. I wish you would find out if you can. Whether I would loose it
or not if I filed on the land for him."*
13. The "Alt" Martin refers to is probably Peter Alt of Cherry County, Nebraska. Twelfth
Census of the United States. 1900, Minnechaduza Township, Cherry County, Nebraska, National Archives Microfilm Publication T623, Roll 919.
14. Speculators often resorted to fraud to accumulate vast tracts of land under the Homestead Act. According to historian Fred Shannon, half of all homestead claims were fraudulent. Martin likely would have lost his land rights (one claim per adult over the age of twentyone) had he filed a claim for another person. See Robert V. Hine and fohn Mack Faragher,
The American West: A New Interpretive History (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press,
2000). pp. 335-37.
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This place is abought 300 miles North west of Hyannis I rode the
Distance in 8 days, my horse is in just as good condition as when I
started. I went to pine Ridge Agency to get a Pass to cross the Reservation and the [rest of letter missing].'5

Rapid City, South Dakota, July 5,1901
Dear Parents.
I am in Rapid City this morning, I came up Yesterday to spend the
fourth, i expected a letter from home but didnt get any, I wrote a letter
and sent S60 home about two weeks ago. did you get it. I have Just got
back from a nine days trip after cattle, I went alone and took two
horses one to carry my bed and frying pan and one to ride. We have
had so many rains that the rivers and streams were higher than they
had ever been known. I had to wait two days and two nights before I
could swim my horses across the Cheyenne river. It was about as wide
as from our house to the draw in the hog-pen.
A round up wagon tried to cross the same morning I did, the box
was washed of[ f] their wagon and thier beds and camping out-fit lost
in the river one man went floating down the river with the wagon-box.
I rode through that country where Joe Ashley was last summer He is
in the same country this summer, riding for the 73, the bigist cow out
fit in Dacota they have about thirty thousand head of cattle, he gets $35
a month.'''
The longest ride I made in one day on the whole trip was sixty
miles, I camped just wherever night over took me This was the most
15. Articles 2 and 16 of the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 restricted non-Indian entry to
reservation lands. Avalon Project, Yale Law School, http://www.yaJe.edu/Iawweb/avalon/
ntreaty/ntooL.htm, accessed 18 Feb. 2008.
16. Formally known as the Mirmesota and Dakota Cattle Company, the 73 outfit was run
by James ("Scotty") Philip until he sold out in 1899. Scotty Philip's nephew George Philip
worked for his uncle as a cowboy in the Fort Pierre area during the same period Martin
worked in and around the Black Hills. George Philip later recorded his recollections of his
days on the open range in a series of letters to his children. They are collected in Cathie
Draine, ed., Cowboy Life: The Letters of George Philip (Pierre; South Dakota State Historical
Society Press, 2007). The Afterword by Richard W. Slatta (pp. 297-307) provides additional
details on ranching history in South Dakota. For the 73 outfit, see pp. 2, 13.
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Martin composed several of his letters home on hotel stationery,
including this one telling his parents that he had arrived in Rapid
City.
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thinly settled country 1 ever was in. the houses were about twenty
miles apart. I saw lots of prairie wolves. They say there are a few Gray
wolves and antelope here, but 1 havent seen any yet. They say there is
a bunch of 32 antelope about half a days ride north of Mr Shawn's
place I may send for my gun, and take a trip up there this fall. How is
Jim getting along And is he any bother or good for any thing there. If
any one offers you any money for him let him go. What is Ross doing
now the money He ows me on the gun comes Due the first of September, I will have him pay it to you folks How does Ray do this summer,
and how are the crops, and will you have much fruit and watter melons, I súpose Minnie is home now.
This is all I can think of to write this time.
Earl J. Martin
Write Soon.

Viewfield, S. D.
August 7. 1901.
Dear Parents,
I havent had but one letter from home since I have been working
here, About two months ago I sent home $60. I am anxious to know
if you got it. Mr Shaun says there has probaly been mail there for me,
but thinks they have thrown it in the dead letter box He says it is a salryed Office, and dont think they care wether a person gets his mail or
not, I wrote to Edgar and Ross a long time a go and have'nt heard from
either one of them. I will get my mail from Viewfield after this. It is a
post office about four miles from Mr Shawn's. I have been helping
brand all day today Mr Shaun has just gotten in a couple hundred
steers from Texas they are so wild you cant hardly get close enough to
see the brands on them.
I done the roping, and every time I would catch one he would buck
and bellow and then get mad and chase every one he could see on top
of the fince. We left the wildest and biggest one till the last and when
I roped him It made him awful mad Shaun came in with his horse to
catch him by the heels so we could stretch him out. When the steer

Copyright © 2008 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

SUMMER 2oo8

EüH J. Martin Letters I 135

saw him he made a mad rush to get to him. Shaun saw him coming
but didnt get out of the way, because he knew my rope was to short to
let the steer reach him, but when the steer came to the end of my rope
it snaped just like a cord. The steer struck his horses sholder with one
horn and Shauns leg with the other nearly up setting them both. They
both got skinned up pretty bad.
Shawn expects to ship some fat cow's to Omaha in about a month
and his fat steers to Chicago in about two months. What is Ross doing
now. how much wheat did you have and how is the corn and apples,
When do you have to pay the money in this fall. I can probaly send
home a couple of months wages about that time.
Well it is getting to dark to see, and the Boss is going to the Post Office in the morning so I will have to stop.
Earl J Martin

Rapid City, South Dakota, Dec. 211901
Dear Parents.
I received your letter of Dec. ioth yesterday and the chest protector,
also a letter from Minnie, and one from Ross.'^ We have had jenuine
winter weather for the last two weeks, it snowed all last week The
weather is nice today and the snow is going off fast.
Shoun and i settled up yesterday. He paid me what was coming to
me $70 in cash.
I came to town this forenoon and intended to ride down through
the Sand Hills towards home if I didnt find any work.'^ But they tell
17. Martin's family may have sent him a padded chest protector, such as Üiose developed
in the 1880s for baseball catchers, to prevent him from being injured by a kicking animal.
His letter of 28 December 1901 noting that he cut a pocket in the garment supports this conclusion, as opposed to it being a vest or similar item of clothing.
18. The Sandhills region, the largest sand dune field in North America, lies largely in central Nebraska but extends into southern South Dakota. A thin layer of soil supporting prairie
grasses overlays the dunes, which are interspersed with shallow lakes and wetlands, making
the twenty-thousand-square-mile area ideally suited for cattle ranching. David |. Wishart,
ed.. Encyclopedia of the Great Plains (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004), pp. 636,
638-39; Northern State University, The Natural Source: An Educator's Guide to South Da-
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me if I will ride thirty miles north west of here, up to Nemo I can find
all the work I want chopping cord wood for contractors at $2.50 a day
and pay $5 a week for board. I think I will ride up there tomorrow and
see. They say the wind never blows up among the hills and timber.
They work 8 hours a day. $2.50 is the smallest wages they pay. Joe
Koon use to work up here in the timber. He is out of a job now. Said
he would come up here if there were any prospects for work. If I find
plenty of work I will write to him and I know he will come. I know one
young fellow up there 18 years old who gets $45 a month and board. I
dont know yet what my address will be. I will write again a week from
tomorrow. I weigh more, and feel stronger this winter than I ever did.
Well take good care of your selve's and you bet I will do the same.
From Your Affectionate Son.
Earl. J. Martin.

Black Hawk, S.D.
Sunday Dec. 28.1901
Dear Parents.
I am working for Price & Baker Lumber Co. at $1.75 a day and pay
$3.50 a week for board
I can-not tell untill next Sunday whether I will stay with it or not, as
there is some talk of shutting up on the first of January I can not say
that i like this kind of work, although the Boss, cook, and crew are the
nicest crowd I ever worked with.
I work inside the mill, a good place in bad weather
We did not work Christmas, had all the turkey we could eat. I went
deer hunting today, saw lots of tracks and one deer, but didnt get to
shoot at him
I wear that chest protector under my shirt all the time I made a
pocket in it and cary that seventy dollars in paper money in it. every
one in camp think I am broke.
kota's Natural Resources. "South Dakota's Physiographic Regions," http://www.northern
.edu/natsource/EARTH/Physioi.htm. accessed 19 Feb. 2008.
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I will send the money home as quick as I get settled and know what
I a am [sic] going to do for sure through the winter.
What kind of a Christmas did you folks have at home. If you answer this letter write to Black Hawk. If there is nothing important may
be you had better not write untill you receive my next letter.
As it is getting bed time I must close.
Wishing You all a Merry Christmas.
Earl. I. Martin.

Black Hawk, S.D.
Sunday Jan 5.1902
Dear Parents.
I have made up my mind to work in the saw mill the rest of the winter
and will get my mail at Black Hawk.
I have worked in the mill eight days, we do not work on Sundays.
All the men working for this company Price & Baker, get $45 a month
or $1.75 a day. But Expences are so high that one can not lay up more
than $25 a month and work every day. We pay $15 a month for board
and about $5.00 for other expences. We get our pay every 15th. I came
down to Rapid City to day to get a few clothes and send home some
money but the Post Master would not make out a money order on
Sunday. It hardly seems like this was winter up here in the hills we
have had a few hght snows but no wind Is Ross still going to school at
Creto.'9 When I left Viewfield I was taking a magazine I wrote to the
publishers and told them to send it to Jansen, if any come there forward to Black Hawk, well I must hurry up and get back to camp for
supper.
How are you all getting along this winter, write soon
Your Affectionate Son.
Harl. J. Martin.

19. Martin may actually be referring to Crete, Nebraska, a town located in the next county
north of his parents' home.
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Black Hawk S.D.
Jan 19-1902
Dear Parents.
I received your letter of the 7th last Thursday and one from Colorado.
This mill is 6 miles from Black Hawk, and 12 miles from Rapid
City.
If that magazine comes You folks can open it and read it and then
send it and some Youth Companions'^ together. This is the finest winter weather I ever saw. I can't think of any thing more and as I am in a
hurry I will have to close for this time
Yours Truly.
Earl. J. Martin.
Black Hawk, S.D.
Sunday. Febr. 16-1902
Dear Parents.
I received Your letter, Youth's Companions and box of medicine yesterday^' It is raining here today, it is all most as warm as summer. We
have had a very easy winter so far. Only about two weeks of cold snowy
weather, we did not work then. This is pay day. We get our check's every 15th. This Company holds back 15 days work on all thier men so
they will be shure to have some thing coming, when they quit. We buy
all our clothing and stuff from the Companys store. After taking out
all expences, my check will be 15 dollars this month.
I have not yet had a chance to get to Rapid City to send that money
home. But expect to get down some time next week. I will probaly
send about $75. I wear that chest protector all the time. I made a
pocket in it to carry my money in. I have Four twenty dollar bills. But
no one suspects I have a cent of money about me.
20. Begun as a children's magazine in 1827. the youth's Companion had evolved into a
popular weekly family newspaper by the turn of the twentieth century. "Youth's Companion," http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Youth's_Companion, accessed 15 Apr. 2008.
21. Judging from what follows in Ûiis letter, the "medicine" appears to be one of the preventive elixirs popular at the time.
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You said in your letter you wanted me to say what I thought of the
medicine. It may be all right for people who need to take medicine.
But I have not seen a sick day, or an ailement of any kind for the last
three Years so what is the use of me monkeying with medicine. I am
stronger, weigh more, and feel better, this winter Than I ever did before.
There is nothing like living in the open air for good health. They
claim here that working in the pine woods is healthy. I received a letter from Joe Koon's, a weak ago. I will enclose it and let you read it. I
will write a letter to Minnie to day. Is Delia's address, Dewitt Gage Co.
Nebr. I guess this is all I can write this time. Your Son,
Earl. J. Martin.

Black Hawk, S.D.
March 4th. 1902
Dear Parents.
I received your letter yesterday and another from Joe. As it was to cold
and stormy this morning to work in the mill a couple of us came
Down to Rapid City. I came down to send that money and get my
check cashed. I will send home $70 to day, and keep 10 by me for
emergencies, we have had fine weather here so far. We had a shooting
match here last Sunday, one with pistol and one with rifle. I won the
pistol match, and was next best with rifle. Is Ross at home now. I received the Youth Companions and have read them all. I wrote to Minnie two weaks a go but havent heard from her yet. The envelope was
one She sent me a year a go. Well this is all I will have time to write
this time.
Your Son,
Earl. J. Martin.
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Rapid City. S. Dak.
April nth 1902
Dear Parents
I received your letter yesterday. I quit working at the saw-mill three
days ago, and rode down here to Rapid City to take in Stock-Meeting.^^
This was a Hvely town during Stock-meeting. I did not find a job that
suited me. so I and another young fellow are going to start out for
Montana in the morning. We will probably be on the road, about a
week going up there. He say's there is plenty of work up there, and
good wages. I want to see that country any-way. The Crow Indian
reservation^^ up neer where we are going is expected to open up for
settlement Some time this summer. I am going to watch my chance
and see if I can take a good claim some where.
I have $50 in paper money in my inside pocket that my pardner
knows nothing about. I wrote a short letter to minnie yesterday, and
will write to Delia and Ray when I get settled again. I will send you the
Stock Meeting program. I was weiged yesterday and weighed 160
pounds. My horse is in pretty good shape this spring. We will follow
the stage road up to Belle Fouche and from there cut a cross country
in the direction of the Crow Reservation.
I will write as soon as I get settled down again.
Your Son.
Earl. J. Martin.
From April 1902 until March 1908, Martin worked in Montana. A
selection of letters he wrote during that time is found in Molly Kruckenberg, ed., "'Plenty of Work and Fair Wages': A Cowboy's Letters
from the Range," Montana The Magazine of Western History 56 (Autumn 2006): 60-65. Martin's South Dakota correspondence resumes
22. Martin refers to the annual meeting of the Western South Dakota Stockgrowers Association, founded by thirteen stockmen on 20 February 1892. Throughout the West, such
meetings, often with attendant dances and parties, provided ample opportunity for recreation and socializing by stockmen and cowboys. Lee, "Ranching," p. 27t,
23. The Crow Indian Reservation in south-central Montana extends south and east of
Billings to the Wyoming border.

Copyright © 2008 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

SUMMER 2 0 0 8

Earl j . Martin Letters | 141

The annual meeting of the Western South Dakota Stockgrowers Association in
Rapid City was always a festive event, drawing cattlemen and townspeople alike to
see rodeos, mock Indian battles, and barnstormers. These parade-goers assembled on a Rapid City street during the 1909 stock meeting.

with his return to the Rapid City area, where he hoped to secure good
ranch work, just as he had six years earlier. Much had transpired during Martin's absence, and his letters document the changes that occurred as railroads pushed across western South Dakota, enabling
homesteaders to settle the rangelands.

Rapid City, S. D., March 31-1908
Dear Folk's:
I arrived in Rapid City this forenoon, have met two old friends so far.
They seem to think there will be plenty of work this spring. And
wages are better than they use to be. StockMeeting does not comencé
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untill the 13th of April. If I had known that, I might just as well have
spent another week at home. I am going to ride out with one of my
friends to morrow, and he is going to let me have a horse and saddle,
so I can ride around and look for work. They claim here that the panic
didnt hert this country any. Rapid City has grown quite a bit since I
was here, the Population is now 3000. There is a good deal of building
going on now and has been all winter.
They have three ioc theater's, a free Library and several other
places of amusement which they did not have before. There is all so a
big saw mill and several other manufactories. I heard of work today, if
I wanted to go out to the lumber camps but I dont believe I want any
ofthat kind of work. I will enclose a circular describing the times they
are going to have here during Stock Meeting. Tell the girl's many
thanks for the lunch it was fine. I staid over night in Lincoln, went up
and saw Nelson for about an hour, I guess he studdies good. I put 80
dollars in the First National Bank here. It draws 4 per cent, if I leave it
in three month's. I kept 10 dollars in my pocket so I would have a little with me if I should need it. Times are pretty dull in Lincoln and
Omaha. Well I dont know how soon I will be in town again, but will
try and be here for Stock Meeting. And I dont know what my Post Office will be, so I wont look for a letter untill I write again. Nelson and
Will say that working at that cement work is not a very good job so,
Ray had better keep his place delivering if he can.
I hope this will find you all well, I am felling good myself Will
close for this time.
Earl. J. Marrin.

Rapid City, S. D., May 10,1908
Dear Mother:
Your letter of April 30 received. I have had steady work, but will have
to look for a new job tomorrow. This country has changed an awful lot
in the last month on account ofthat New Rail Road.-'-t Every train has
24. Two railroads reached Rapid City in 1907. The Chicago & North Western arrived first.
in early July, and the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul completed its line to Rapid City in Au-
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been bringing in scores of homesteaders. As soon as they have filed
on thier land, then they try to find work in the country neer thier
claims And they are willing to work for all most nothing.-"^
Out in the country neer where I was getting 35 a month the ranchers are only paying 20 now. And they say there are two men for every
job. And it is this same way here in town. Board is so high here that
unless one has steady work they cant lay up any thing. If I cant find
steady work I am going to get out of this. I like the people here and
have several good friends here in town And I like working in town. I
may go back to Minneapolis, and I may go farther west. But not to the
lone-some locality where I was before. 1 would rather work for less
wages and be in a lively neiborhood. I saw an advertisement to day
that they were needing men on the fruit farm's in Washington, But I
hate to go any farther west than Montana. I have gotten aquainted
with several fellows from the Hast that are boarding where I do, that
are working at odd jobs. And some of them have families two and are
all most broke.
I cant see how lots of these poor people are going to make a living.
They dont know this country like I do, some of the claims they are taking are worse than use less. And they have so many dry summers in
this country. 1 never saw so many old maids and school-marm's and
they are all after claims.^'' While I was on that ranch, four sisters from
Iowa stopped there for dinner, they were going 90 miles from railroad
gust. These two lines enabled Rapid City to become the main supply and retail center for
western South Dakota. Rick W. Mills, Railroading in the Lxind of Infinite Variety: A History of
South Dakota's Railroads (Hermosa. S.Dak.: Battle Creek Publishing, 1990). pp. 55-57.
25. For a firsthand account of the homesteading era, see fames |. Balakier, ed., "Homesteading on the Rosebud: The Reminiscence of Mabelle Stewart Worsley." South Dakota History. 35 (Fall 2005): 217-48. For scholarly analyses, see Paula M. Nelson. Afier the West Was
Won: Homesteaders and Toumbuilders in Western South Dakota, igoo-1917 (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1986); Nelson, The Prairie Winnows Out ¡ts Own; Gilbert C. Fite. "Failure
on the Last Frontier: A Family Chronicle," Western Historical Quarterly 18 (Jan. 1987): 4-8;
and Lori Ann Lahlum, "'Everything was changed and looked strange': Norwegian Women in
South Dakota," South Dakota History^') (Fall 2005): 189-216.
26. Paula Nelson points out that many women homesteaders also worked as schoolteachers to make ends meet. Nelson, After the West Was Won, pp. 47-48. For comparative purprases, see H. Elaine Undgren, Land in Her Own Name: Women as Homesteaders in North
Dakota (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1996).
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Upon returning to western South Dakota in igo8, Martin discovered that homesteaders and claim shacks had begun to fill in the area's vast rangelands. The newcomers were often unfamiliar with the harsh climate, which could make farming a
losing proposition.

to take claims. I'll bet they are sick of thier job before next spring, they
were all school-teachers two. lots of the people that come here have
just enough money to get here and that is all. There will be lots of suffering next winter I am afraid. This would have been a good country
for work this summer but for the homesteaders. They didnt hardly
know that there was a panic here.^^ Every body had work all winter at
27. The Panic of 1907 disrupted fmancial markets throughout the world, causing an economic downturn as serious as those following the panics of 1857,1873. and 1893. It struck financial and industrial institutions particularly hard, which explains the relatively slight impact it appears to have had on ordinary South Dakotans. Alexander D. Noyes, "A Year after
the Panic of 1907," Quarterly ]oumal of Economics 23 (Feb. 1909): 186-87.
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fair wages. Well one of my friends is trying to get me to go to church
so I guess I will have to close for this time. Write as soon as you have
time.
Your Aff Son
Earl J Martin
Maybe you can read this I scrribbled it in a hurry.

Spearfish, S. D.
May 18-1908
Dear Mother:
I received your letter while I was at Rapid City. I am now on a ranch
twenty miles from Spearfish. I get thirty five a month. I like this part
of the country real well. I would like to have gone to western Montana
but I am a fraid there is to many idle men in that part this summer.
The country around Rapid City is over run with idle men now. What is
Ray doing now. 1 wont try to write any more this time. Earl

Spearfish, S. Dak.
Sept. 6. 1908.
Dear Mother:
I had that paper fixed and will send it to night. You may put the money
in the bank unless you you [sic] have a chance to make a good loan.
Ask Minnie if she will find out all she can about the money I have in
B. & L. I think I will want to draw it out this fall or winter. I think I
shall write to them soon. I dont know whether I can find work in this
country this winter or not.
How is Ray doing now? Will the crops turn out this fall as good as
usual.^ When does Minnie go to Lincoln? I must close for this time.
Earl.
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This photograph of Earl Martin was taken around the time he left
South Dakota for Washington State, where he lived for a short time
before marrying and moving to California.
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Spearfish S. Dak.
Oct. 25-1908
Dear Father:
I will try and answer your letter today. We had quite a snow storm
here about a week ago. The snow was about four inches deep and it
froze for several nights. I think work will be rather scarce in this neiborhood before long. If You are sure there will be plenty of work in
Fairbury this winter, I may come home if I get out of work here. If I
come I am apt to show up rather suddenly some time. Is Ray still
working in the store. I wrote to him last spring and havent had an answer from him yet. He is old enough to vote this fail isnt he. which
way does he vote. I think I will vote for Taft. Most of the people here
think Bryan has no show to be elected.^^ How is the com crop in Jefferson Co. this Fall. I guess this is about all I can write this time. Your
son.
Earl. J. Martin.
Although Martin's letters occasionally mention his desire to join
the homesteaders in their quest for land, he never filed for a homestead in any of the states in which he had worked as a cowboy. In
1909, Martin left South Dakota for Washington State, where he
worked for a short time as a barber in the Seattle area. At the age of
thirty-seven, he married Amette Ericson and spent the remainder of
his life working in the livestock industry in California. Earl Martin
died in San Francisco in i960, one day before his eightieth birthday.^9
28. In the presidential election of 1908, President Theodore Roosevelt's hand-picked successor William Howard Taft carried the Republican banner against the populist, three-time
Democratic contender William Jennings Bryan. Both candidates ran as supporters of Roosevelt's progressive policies. South Dakota supported Taft with 59 percent of the vote, as
compared with Bryan's 35 percent. Congressional Quarterly's Guide to U.S. Elections (Washington. D.C.: Congressional Quarterly. Inc.. 1985). p. 347.
29. Thirteenth Census of the United States. 1910, Fourteenth Ward, Seattle. King County.
Washington, National Archives Microfilm Publication T624. Roll 1661; Ellen M. Boyer to
Montana Historical Society Archives. 1999, Archives accession file, ACi999-i9, Montana
Historical Society. Helena.
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