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Journey to the Homestead

A Grandson’s Quest to Uncover the Past

W I L L I A M  F .  I H N E

My mother’s father, William McKinley (“Doc”) Hawkins, lived with 
our family for ten years until his death at the age of ninety-one. If you 
subtract that number from 1985, the year he died, you will find that 
his life began without television, air travel, or the automobile. Grand-
pa was a short man, five feet six inches. He wore polyester pants high 
over his round belly near to the armpits, a silver-and-turquoise bolo tie 
around his neck, and a Stetson hat atop his bald head. His hearing aids 
buzzed frequently, and his glasses, while often smudged, served only 
as a prop upon his large Roman nose. When he walked, his arms and 
hands swung alongside, appearing longer than normal due to the alti-
tude of his britches. It wasn’t a common southern California look but 
more the attire of a Midwesterner living out the golden years.
 Grandpa retired from practicing veterinary medicine in 1961 and 
moved out west to Sylmar, California, from Minnesota just as I was 
born. In 1975, he moved from his retirement home in Sylmar fifty miles 
north to my family’s home in Camarillo. He lived in the room next to 
mine. I changed his sheets, woke him from nightmares, planted his gar-
den in the spring, and drove him places when my mom was busy. In 
turn, he shared his stories, along with his great attitude and sense of 
humor. The latter two he was able to maintain despite his steady loss of 
hearing and sight and lack of feeling in his lips and fingers. He also had 
gout in his big toe, which, as he would say, made it “hurt like the devil.” 
His nose ran like a leaky faucet. Consequently, he always carried a large 
white handkerchief in his hip pocket.
 On 7 July 1982, my cousin Bill Morgan and I conducted a taped 
interview with Grandpa, who was eighty-eight years old at the time. 
That night we recorded his version of the family history, including 
stories of his boyhood homesteading experiences with his mother, Lil-
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lie Silverwood Hawkins, one and one-half miles southeast of Hayes in 
central South Dakota. He was a fourteen-year-old boy in 1908 when 
they arrived at Hayes to live on the claim while his father stayed be-
hind in Iowa to manage his business affairs. Grandpa’s love of that time 
was most apparent, staying with him until his death. Once you got him 
talking, stories of old Hayes would flow from him like the sweet morn-
ing song of a prairie meadowlark. On and on he would talk while ad-
justing his glasses, beginning each sentence with “You see.” You see, he 
liked to tell his stories. 
 During that interview, we discovered that his childhood dream was 
to stick around Hayes and be a cowboy. His parents held other plans 
for his future, like attending college to become a family physician. This 
option turned into a shorter course of study in veterinary medicine 
at Iowa State College, where he met Grandma, Alice Sarah Blair, and 
graduated in 1920.
 In the fall of 1995, ten years after Grandpa’s death, I decided to travel 
to Hayes. With the help of the South Dakota State Historical Society in 
Pierre, which ran a notice in its newsletter about my desire for informa-
tion about my family’s history, I traveled there the following summer 

His magnifying glass close at hand, William McKinley (“Doc”) Hawkins shared his sto-
ries and photographs with the author in 1982.
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and was able to trade stories with descendants from the homestead-
ing community of Hayes. Those children of the homesteaders, mostly 
in their later seventies, would eventually lead me to my grandfather’s 
homestead land and to a better understanding of an important time in 
his life.

The Decision to Go to Hayes

During October of 1995, my fifth-grade students at Kennelly Middle 
School in Hartford, Connecticut, were exploring the history of the 
Sioux Indians living in the Dakotas around the time the gold seekers 
began migrating to the Black Hills. We read about how the United 
States government dishonored treaties and systematically separated 
the Sioux from their way of life. We kept coming back to those words, 
“white settlers,” which was significant in that I was one of two Euro-
pean Americans in my classroom. The rest of my students were His-
panic and African American. It was awkward to stand in front of them 
discussing the misfortunes of American Indians. Certainly, I wasn’t re-
sponsible for the past.
 Finally, I cracked open a book in front of my class that mentioned 
the land openings that took place in western South Dakota just after 
the turn of the last century. At that moment, I realized that my family 
had participated in the settlement of that region. Grandpa had lived on 
a homestead, claimed by his father, businessman John Hadley Hawkins. 
I realized that Grandpa, who was only a teenager then, was one of those 
white settlers. While a certain excitement accompanied this discovery, 
the news was also disconcerting, in light of the sacrifices that had been 
required of American Indians. Although my family had not hurt them 
directly, they were compliant with national policy, accepting 160 acres 
of nearly free land offered by the United States government through the 
1862 Homestead Act. There is no question where the land came from.
 The following day I discovered a photograph in another classroom 
publication that showed a family’s claim shack from 1909 that still ex-
ists in the Badlands of South Dakota. The dugout-style home looked 
to be in fairly good condition. Dugouts were just that, dug into the 
earth and covered with a sod or wooden roof. There are few trees in 
this part of South Dakota, thus making wood a scarce commodity. Not 
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until after the railroads arrived did it become more affordable to build 
one’s homestead shack out of wood. The photograph of that Badlands 
homestead inspired my interest in visiting Hayes. If an old prairie 
homestead shack from the early twentieth century still stood there, I 
wanted to see it. Perhaps there was more to be discovered.
 My imagination was sparked, yet this trip was about more than 
quenching a curiosity. The journey to the homestead struck a deeper 
chord. I was missing family, especially Grandpa. I had his old pictures, 
voice recordings, and the memoirs he had penned in the late 1970s 
that I would pull out now and then to remember him. Just as my life 
changed and my marriage ended, I received a response to my notice in 
the South Dakota State Historical Society newsletter. That communi-
cation from a native Hayes resident helped to pave the way for my in-
vestigation into Grandpa’s past. Missing him, combined with a curios-
ity about his experience in Hayes and a strong desire to find fulfillment 
in life, was enough to put me on the road to South Dakota.

Dreaming of Hayes

“Hayes was a one-street town on the old Deadwood Trail which was 
surveyed through just as the crow flies,” Grandpa had written in his 
memoirs. “It was uphill and downhill. You could still see the old tracks 
through the sod where the stagecoaches and freighters had passed. 
Lots of gold had been hauled from the Black Hills to Pierre over this 
old trail; many hold-ups for the gold; many stage drivers killed.” 
 My dream was to travel to Hayes to find Grandpa’s homestead and 
to visit the Togo Road Ranch, a place that he had spoken about. Ac-
cording to him, the Togo provided sustenance to settlers traveling the 
Deadwood Trail toward the gold country of the Black Hills. Weary 
travelers could rent a room for a dollar, enjoy a meal and a drink, and 
board their horses in the stable. It was one of two accommodations of-
fered in Hayes. 
 I imagined myself going to this road ranch with an old man, some-
one like Grandpa, who could tell me of its history. In this fantasy, he 
points in all directions while I hang on his every word. It was not an 
unlikely scenario, I thought. Even if no one had heard of the Hawkins 
family, they may have heard of the Togo Road Ranch. Perhaps it was 
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enough of a landmark to have been the subject of articles documenting 
its commercial service function. I had no idea what I might find, but 
held to heart these possibilities.
 The weekend after seeing the dugout photograph in my classroom 
library book, I called information to try to contact the Hayes Chamber 
of Commerce. The operator laughed out loud and then informed me 
that there was only one municipal number listed, the one for the local 
volunteer fire department. To my surprise, Hayes hadn’t gone through 
the kind of historical evolution I had imagined. Apparently, it was not 
the town that it once was. “Surely there must be a town?,” I wondered. 
 Puzzled by the operator’s response, I returned to Grandpa’s mem-
oirs to read his description of old Hayes: “On the south side of the 
[main] street was a little shack which was the doctor’s office. Next, on 
the east, was the saloon and next was the land office, which had a big 
hall overhead where they held meetings and dances. On the north side 
at the west end was an old log building, which was used for the jail. To 
the east of this was the general store, post office, and [Hopkins] hotel. 
The big livery stable was north of the jail, next to the horse pasture. . . . 
about two miles southwest of town was a road ranch called Togo’s.” 
 Later that evening, I telephoned the South Dakota State Histori-
cal Society on the advice of the operator. By chance, the newsletter, 
published twice yearly, was headed to the printer the next day. Had 
I called later, or had they declined to run my notice, I may never have 
journeyed forth to Hayes.

Word from Hayes

A few months later, and with thoughts of Hayes relegated to a forgot-
ten shelf, I received a letter from Isabelle Hedman Elliot, age seventy-
eight. She had received the historical society’s newsletter from Edmund 
Jacobsen, an old friend, a man she would eventually marry after her 
husband Bill died. This friend knew of Isabelle’s family roots in Hayes 
and her keen interest in its history. Isabelle’s one-page letter, dated 15 
February 1996, included quotations about Hayes from her cousins and 
friends. A couple of them read like something from a dime novel. One, 
in particular, was from a man named Bob Pitzen. According to Pitzen, 
the owner of the Togo wanted it “to be the best road house west of the 
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Mississippi River.” Pitzen continued, “I’d be glad to show Ihne around 
when he comes.” At the bottom of Isabelle’s letter was his address.
 I glanced again at Grandpa’s memoirs to read about this road ranch: 
“About two miles south of Hayes was a road ranch called the Togos. It 
was a hotel with a dining room and saloon. Once a month the Catholic 
priest would come to the ranch and hold services. On this day, they 
would sell fresh beef and have a big dinner. Almost all of the home-
steaders would come in and participate. We soon met many people, 
and some became good friends.” 
 My summer trip to Hayes was taking shape, just like I had imagined. 
I could hardly contain my excitement and practically ran to the com-
puter to write Bob a note. While settling my fingertips on my laptop 
keyboard, I found my thoughts racing and struggled to think of a way 
to begin. What do you say to a man you’ve never met? “Hello, I’m a 
person with a strong desire to stand in places where my grandparents 
stood while contemplating their lifestyles, all the while rattling a zil-
lion unanswerable questions?” After several attempts, I scrapped try-
ing to write.
 I returned to Grandpa’s memoirs and made the most surprising dis-
covery. “In 1907,” he wrote, “Father filed on a 160-acre homestead claim 
near Hayes, South Dakota. He went out first and had a one-room cabin 

Old Hayes sprang up on either side of the Deadwood Trail, on the hill above its crossing 
over Frozen Man Creek.
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built, and it was sodded halfway up on the south and east sides, and 
clear up to the roof on the north and west sides. After school was out 
the next spring, Mother and I took the train from Oskaloosa, Iowa, 
to Waseca, Minnesota, and then to Midland, South Dakota. Then we 
boarded the stagecoach and rode twenty-eight miles to Hayes. The 
stagecoach driver was John Pitzen.” 
 With slack jaw and wide eyes, I wondered, “Could it be? Was this 
Pitzen actually Bob Pitzen’s dad?” I thought it likely and surely hoped 
it was so. I hurried to my computer to write Bob a short letter explain-
ing my objectives for the Hayes trip and to ask that he verify the in-
formation on this stagecoach driver. After printing and signing the 
note to him, it was sealed, stamped, and sent on its way to his home in 
Fort Pierre. Oddly enough, the very next day an envelope arrived from 
South Dakota. I tore it open and found a three-page letter from Bob 
Pitzen explaining that he had spent the first ten years of his life living 
in that road-house building. “That Togo was a drinker,” he explained, 
“and once tried to kill his wife.” Bob’s dad had had to “drive Togo’s wife 
to the Midland train depot where she was never seen again. Togo left 
soon after, and sold the place to dad.”
 I was pleased to have a story unfolding that complemented what 
information I already had. Now I could look at the two Togo photo-
graphs and know a little more. More than anything, though, I was truly 
touched that this man, who had never met me, was willing to share 
his story. He concluded his letter by saying, “If I’m still here when you 
come, I’ll take you there.” What more could I ask for?
 Soon after receiving the letter, I became immersed in my fifth-grade 
teaching assignment. Not until several weeks later would I try contact-
ing Pitzen a second time. I should have taken his closing remarks more 
seriously. In late March, I tried to reach him by telephone. No answer. 
I called again; still no answer. I began to worry that an old man wait-
ing to tell his story had had to wait too long. Finally, while visiting my 
mother in Camarillo, I phoned Bob. To my relief, he answered on the 
second ring with a strong “Hello.” I told him of my concerns that he’d 
taken ill. He replied, “Yes, I was ill and in intensive care with diabetic 
shock and almost died.” He was better, but not completely. I was re-
lieved. I informed him of the old Hayes photographs in my possession, 
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including two pictures of the Togo. He mentioned that his dad might 
be in one of them. His father, he said, owned the livery stable in Hayes. 
What do you know?
 Our conversation was short. I assured him that I would be driving to 
South Dakota, arriving in Pierre on the Fourth of July. He said, “Well, 
that’s a long way off.” It was already late April. His perspective on time 
didn’t mesh with mine. July was right around the corner for me, but for 
him, two months was more time than he might have.
 After leaving California and landing at Bradley International Air-
port in Connecticut, I strolled over to my shiny red truck, turned the 
key, and headed home to Colchester, where I rented a room in a house 
on a large country estate. Two weeks passed before I called Isabelle 
again. When we did touch base, she informed me that her grandpar-
ents had homesteaded close to the town of Hayes. I mentioned grand-
father’s memoirs and the old Hayes photographs. She seemed excited 
about my visit and recommended that I call shortly before coming so 
that she and her husband Bill could drive over from Aberdeen, in the 
northeastern corner of the state.
 Isabelle and I spoke again several weeks later. During our conversa-
tion, Isabelle committed to a search of the State Archives at the his-
torical society’s Cultural Heritage Center in Pierre. To assist her, I read 
a list of Hayes community members either mentioned in Grandpa’s 
memoirs or named on photographs or in old letters. She had heard 
of several of them. One, in particular, was Scotty Philip of Fort Pierre, 
who was famous for helping to save the buffalo from extinction. An-
other was Clarence Coyne, the Hayes sheriff when Grandpa lived 
there. Coyne eventually became South Dakota secretary of state and 
later filled the lieutenant governor position. Isabelle suggested that we 
collaborate on a book about Hayes. Of course, I agreed to assist.
 A week later, I returned to Cooperstown, New York, to visit my 
cousin Bill, who had computer equipment to help me scan and repair 
Grandpa’s old Hayes photographs. Many had deteriorated over time. 
My goal was to upgrade these photographs to publishable quality, 
thinking that a cleaner image would be better than a damaged version. 
Little did I know that most archivists would frown on such activity and 
prefer a scan that preserved the original quality.
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 The first picture I chose to fix was of Tom Kiley and his wife stand-
ing before their small pine-board claim shack. This photograph ap-
peared to be one of the cleanest of the bunch. I knew nothing about 
this couple, but it was easy to assume that they were close friends and 
neighbors of my family. Was this an image of two people seeking the 
better life? Were they, like Horatio Alger’s characters, “pulling them-
selves up by their bootstraps” in order to better their lives? Living in a 
one-room cabin with a bed, wash basin, and woodstove; riding horses 
to get supplies while surrounded by mosquitoes, prairie rattlesnakes, 
dust storms, and gumbo  mud— to say nothing of the cold Dakota win-
ter  winds— isn’t that most people’s idea of paradise? How could that 
possibly be the “better life?” It made me wonder what kind of lives they 
left behind. Hours were spent erasing scratches and adjusting tones 
until the Kiley photograph was near perfect. I quickly learned that 
cleaning up all of the Hayes pictures would take forever. While doing 
so was a joyous obsession, I was ready to reconsider.
 Upon arriving home in Connecticut, I phoned Isabelle to bring her 
up to date on my plans and to find out whether she had learned anything 
from her research. Isabelle reported that she had mailed me a package 
but wouldn’t let me know what she had discovered. The package ar-
rived a day later. Her letter reported, “I am so excited that I can hardly 
control  myself— and you will be too when I tell you that I know EX-
ACTLY where your great-grandfather had his claim. We hit pay dirt!” 
She had discovered a 1909 homestead map and contacted the current 
owners of what was once the Hawkins claim to see if there were any 
landmarks that might identify where my family had their claim shack. 
According to Isabelle, the landowner “would have to check his maps 
to determine which tract we’re speaking of.” He did note, she said, that 
“some of the land does have slight markings of past residents.”
 Isabelle also wrote that her grandfather’s homestead was about 
four miles from my grandfather’s claim, adding that she was the first 
child of Ellis and Cora Hedman. She referred to them as “brave people 
[for] living in the middle of Stanley County and having a first baby 
in the cold month of January in 1918. No doctors, no telephone, no 
 electricity— nothing but the cold, cold winds of the Dakota prairie. . . . 
and a neighbor serving as mid-wife.”
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 I pulled the map out of the manila envelope and quickly scanned it, 
my finger stopping on the Hawkins claim and, adjacent to it, the Kiley 
and Wentworth claims. With this new information in hand, it was now 
possible for me to walk where Grandfather had walked and to sleep 
near to where he had slept. I thought about bringing a metal detec-
tor to look for historic morsels. Perhaps there would be an old dump 
of metal, bottles, and other artifacts. I had no idea what I might find. 
However, the idea of finding the source of Grandpa’s love for that time 
sounded interesting.
 On 28 May, I returned from a nice visit with my Aunt Betty (Eliza-
beth Hawkins) and Uncle Jack Morgan. After a delicious fried-chicken 
dinner, Aunt Betty had pulled out a box of old photographs and en-
couraged me to take them all. I knew she had given up on the utility 
of pictures for remembering the past and wanted to unload them. She 
was seventy-four. I told her I would be selective. I really didn’t want the 
whole bunch. I dug deep into the cardboard box and carefully lifted 
out some very old photographs. One, circa 1887, included four genera-
tions of the Hawkins family. Farther down were another four home-
stead photographs. I couldn’t wait to call Cooperstown.

Outfitting for the Trip

School was nearly over. My heart was already on the road to South Da-
kota. I couldn’t wait to venture beneath big skies again. Being under 
huge western skies can transform one’s perspective and inspire. I was 
used to big skies growing up in California. Connecticut has no “real” 
mountains by western standards. Likewise, the rolling, forested coun-
tryside prevents the luxury of wide horizons. I missed seeing the full 
sky. I had married a Connecticut woman who found the western land-
scape too open, and I found Connecticut skies not open enough. So, 
nearly every summer since moving to New England in 1991, I hit the 
road to experience the wide-open western landscape.
 The trip to South Dakota required a tremendous amount of plan-
ning and preparation. I decided how I wanted to live while traveling 
and exactly what I needed to purchase beforehand. When I had hitch-
hiked to Alaska three summers in my early twenties, traveling “right” 
had only been a side-of-the-road fantasy. It was time for me to try it.



1 3 6   |   S O U T H  D A K O T A  H I S T O R Y   |   V O L .  4 2 ,  N O .  2

 My first purchase was a matching shell for the back of my cardi-
nal-red Toyota truck. Then I ordered a carpeted, elevated bed for the 
back that included compartments for storing equipment. Curtains 
and a mosquito net were tailored for privacy and to keep critters out. 
I bought a new laptop to record journal entries and a voice recorder 
to document conversations. I planned to bring along a camera, fishing 
poles, tent, guitar, cookstove, and ice  chests— everything I needed to 
live well while doing my research. The last thing I picked up was a car 
alarm to protect all my stuff from theft. These purchases were made 
over a short period of time, while I was still teaching and correcting 
papers. I was committed to bringing along everything I needed, and it 
was the first time I could afford to do so.
 My plan was to leave for Hayes from the school parking lot on the 
last day of classes. This plan, of course, increased my stress level, as I 
was in the middle of end-of-the-year recordkeeping, including report 
cards. That’s plenty by itself. On my last night in Connecticut, I felt like 
I’d reached calmer waters. All paperwork was in. All purchases were 
made. The truck was in shape and packed. There was only a party to 
conduct with my class the next day. Then, at three o’clock, the bell 
would ring and I would leap into my truck and turn the key to South 
Dakota. I pulled out a mindless book, sat in my most comfortable chair, 
put my feet up, and poured a glass of red wine.

Family Roots

My grandpa, William McKinley Hawkins, born in 1894 in Empo-
ria, Kansas, was the son of businessman John Hadley Hawkins. John 
Hawkins owned luncheonette and confectionary businesses in each of 
the towns he lived in, including Emporia; Oskaloosa, Iowa; and, finally, 
in Los Angeles from 1927 to 1933, when he died. 
 Grandpa’s grandfather, William Hadley Hawkins, and his great un-
cle Eli built the Quaker Livery Stable in Oskaloosa. There they trained 
horses and shipped train cars filled with them to the markets in Chi-
cago and Boston. William Hadley Hawkins brought Shetland ponies in 
from Ireland for his son John to train as a sideline job while they lived 
in Emporia. John trained them, along with one hundred dogs they had 
acquired, and for a short time took his dog-and-pony show on the road. 



S U M M E R  2 0 1 2   |   J O U R N E Y  T O  T H E  H O M E S T E A D   |   1 3 7

He later sold them to the Gentry Brother’s Circus. Grandpa also men-
tioned that his grandfather William used to sit and talk horses with 
Buffalo Bill Cody when his Wild West show came to Oskaloosa.
 There was much that I stood to learn that summer of 1996, and so 
much that I would have liked to have asked my grandpa. Since making 
the commitment to go to Hayes, my questions had grown exponen-
tially: Just what were his daily chores? What did he love most about 
living on the prairie? Why did he want to be a cowboy? Certainly, old 
Western films were a heavily ordered menu item in my household, but 
those were Hollywood’s cowboys. I really had no idea what was special 
about being a real cowboy, so I decided to dig a little into his memoirs 
again. In them, he describes a couple of “cowboy” experiences: “I got 
acquainted with the sheep rancher’s two boys, Sam and Harry Hoff-
man. Their ranch was about a half mile from us on Frozen Man Creek. 
We hauled water from that creek for general use. Sam didn’t want to 
handle sheep. He was more inclined toward cattle ranching. Harry was 
his father’s mainstay as he herded the sheep all over the area wherever 
the grass was good.”
 Grandpa continued his story: “Sam and I became good friends and 
rode a lot together. One day, we were sent by his dad to a ranch near 
Ottumwa, South Dakota, to pick up twenty-five sheep bucks. On the 
way over, we stopped at Harry’s summer camp where he was herding 
sheep. Across the creek was a homesteader’s shack, and a barbed-wire 
fence that enclosed about eight acres. Harry called attention to the fact 
that about fifty head of cattle had crawled through the fence and were 
eating the settler’s corn. The lady of the house and her daughter were 
trying to drive them out, but without success.”
 Harry asked, “ ‘Why don’t we go over and drive those cattle out?’ 
We went over and asked the wife if we could help, and she said she 
would appreciate it very much. We went through the gate, ‘Hell bent 
for leather,’ shouting and swinging our lariats. The cattle stampeded 
through the fence, taking wire and fence posts with them. I’ll bet that 
settler cussed us more than the cattle. We finally got to Ottumwa, 
picked up the 25 rams and drove them home.” 
 This experience was hardly the type I’d had growing up fifty miles 
north of Los Angeles. While there was agrarian life in my town when 
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Fourteen-year-old William Hawkins enjoyed the life of a cowboy during his time in 
South Dakota. Here, he poses with his mother Lilly on their claim southeast of old Hayes 
in 1908–1909.

I was a boy, within a few years all the farms were torn down and re-
placed with housing tracts. We even had a rodeo that Grandpa took 
me to when I was six, but the area where it was held has since been 
transformed into a modern industrial park. Mine was the generation 
that played cowboys and Indians. However, Grandfather’s generation 
didn’t  play— many were cowboys. 
 Grandpa went on: “One day Sam’s father sent him to a rancher’s 
place about twenty-five miles north of us for some information he 
 wanted— near the Cheyenne [River] Indian Reservation. Sam want-
ed me to ride with him. Sam was riding a new horse he had, and you 
didn’t dare spur him or he would buck. We reached the man’s ranch 
and carried out the errand and before we started home, Sam asked if 
I would like to ride his horse. Of course I said ‘Yes!’ We traded horses 
and started out. I forgot about using the spurs. I gave him a good poke. 
He immediately began bucking like a good one. I stayed with him, but 
I didn’t use the spurs again.”
 Some time later the boys “came along to a bunch of cattle, and there 
were quite a few yearlings among them. I told Sam to catch one and I 
would ride him. Sam roped one and snubbed him up to his saddle horn. 
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I got off my horse and climbed on the steer. He took off like a shot and 
Sam had the end of the rope still tied to his saddle horn. When the 
steer came to the end of the rope, it was just like a whip cracker. The 
steer was thrown down, and I kept on a-going until I hit the ground. 
Neither the steer nor I was hurt.” Grandpa usually laughed when he 
finished telling this story. I think he was amused by the thought of him-
self as a less-than-graceful young cowboy.
 After leaving the parking lot at my school, I set out on Connecticut’s 
highway system enroute to Cooperstown, arriving there in the early 
evening. There I shared with my cousin Billy and his brother Doug 
the new Hayes photographs I’d brought back from Aunt Betty’s. That 
night I went to work trying to print a double  set— one for Isabelle, and 
one for me. It took literally all night to make the necessary computer 
adjustments and finally complete the albums. 
 In the meantime, my cousin was experimenting with a poster pro-
gram on one of his two computers. He used the old photograph that 
his mom had given me of the four generations of Hawkins circa 1887. 
It was strange to see ancestors stretched to near-life-size on a four-
foot poster. Particularly strange was that I knew the little girl, aged 
three, sitting in the foreground. Her name was Hazel Hawkins. She was 
Grandpa’s older sister.
 Hazel moved from Iowa to southern California in the late 1920s, fol-
lowing her parents, the homesteaders, who migrated there in 1926 and 
opened a luncheonette called “Hawkins” in west Los Angeles. Hazel 
worked with orphans at the Olive View Sanatorium, let a Mexican im-
migrant family live free on her land, and was also involved in a theater 
group. When I knew her, she was old and bedridden with arthritis, but 
she still had a strong mind and spirit. Her eyelids sagged so badly that 
she taped them open. No kidding. 
 In 1975, my mother moved Hazel and Grandmother to a convales-
cent home in Camarillo. Grandpa was getting up there in age, too, and 
was worn out from maintaining Hazel’s property, which included a 
house and four Spanish-style duplex rentals, plus helping to care for 
the two old ladies. Mom wanted to help make his life more manage-
able, so she made one of those tough family decisions. She moved the 
three of them to Camarillo.
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 Convalescent “homes” had become more popular, but Camarillo’s 
lone convalescent home was not yet up to par. The service wasn’t bad, 
but the walls were yellow, like the smell. Over the years, improvements 
were made. Nevertheless, Hazel did not care to wait that long and told 
Mom immediately that she wanted out. “Where do you want to go?” 
Mom asked. Hazel replied, “Forest Lawn.” Two weeks later she was laid 
to rest in her plot near her homesteader parents. Grandma lived in that 
convalescent home for ten years, and I frequented there, making a lot 
of friends. I liked the old people. Through knowing them, I realized the 
importance of living life to the fullest. So many of them had never done 
what they wanted, and hearing an old person say that, while he lay in 
bed with a urine bag attached to one leg, can leave quite an impression 
on a fifteen-year-old.
 The Hawkins poster tacked to the wall was haunting. To think of 
the things those people had seen in their  lifetimes— things that were 
difficult to imagine, like living in a world without radio or television, 
for instance. Suddenly, it struck me that their personal histories were 
lost forever. It is sad, but true, that once we get old enough to ask deep-
er questions about the past, it is often too late to ask.
 I had to distract myself from this depressing realization by focusing 
on what information we had in the form of twenty Hayes homestead-
ing photographs and Grandpa’s memoirs. The Hayes albums were 
completed as the sun was just lighting the eastern horizon. I was ready 
to leave for Hayes despite my exhaustion. My cousin thought I should 
rest, so he pulled out his computer version of I Ching, and I pushed 
the button while asking the question, “Should I leave for Hayes today?” 
The I Ching response read as follows: “The wheels are off your cart.” I 
left the next day.

The Way West

I continued west on the third of July and felt poorly all day. My stom-
ach ached from the stress of preparation and from feeling low about 
my recent failed marriage. So I drank a whole gallon of water and laid 
down in the middle of an Ohio cornfield. The sun warmed the air, 
and the sound of wind through cornstalks flowed like cascades from 
mountain streams. Later, at sundown, I reached the Mississippi River. 
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I backed the truck up to the riverbank and took a short walk along the 
water. Upon returning, I crawled onto my bed in the back of the truck 
and watched the sunset-reflecting waters pass until I fell asleep. After 
my nap, I located a hotel and called it a night.
 The next morning, July fourth, I stopped at a shop near the hotel 
to drink a coffee and look at the map. While examining it, I decided 
to drop by Heron Lake, Minnesota, which was not far north of Inter-
state 90. Heron Lake is my mother’s hometown, and Grandfather had 
a large-animal veterinary practice there for twenty years. Surely I could 
find someone who might remember him. I drove long stretches head-
ing west, taking short breaks to walk the edges of the interstate rest 
areas where I couldn’t help but enjoy the wide-open, unending sky 
views. I finally reached the turnoff to Heron Lake, and the sky had, by 
then, reached its widest margins. Southwestern Minnesota is one of the 
flattest regions in our country. Cornfields fill the landscape as far as you 
can see. 
 No one can imagine how thrilled I was to make this unexpected 
stop in my mother’s hometown. My experiences while visiting a Heron 
Lake farm during the summer of my tenth year had left a great im-
pression. That summer of 1971, we stayed on Red Dalziel’s farm next 
to the actual Heron Lake, which gave the town its name. Red was a 
close friend and hunting partner of my grandpa’s. After lunch one day, 
Red warned me not to venture to the far end of his property because, 
he said, “Fifty head of cattle would likely stampede if you do.” At ten, 
I often tested adult opinion. So I set out walking confidently but deli-
cately across the grassy field. After a high-tension stroll of some two 
hundred yards, I reached the herd and walked past the cattle as they 
lay on the ground chewing their cuds. I counted them and was excited 
to find that a newborn calf made the count fifty-one. I reported this 
discovery to Red immediately when I returned.
 Birth and death are a daily experience on a Minnesota farm, some-
thing I knew almost nothing about until I visited Red’s chicken coop. 
My assignment was to collect the eggs for breakfast, and when I reached 
into the cage I noticed a chicken being pecked by his peers. I quickly 
ran to find Red. He followed me out to the coop so we could try and 
save this poor chicken, I thought. I pointed to the pathetic little guy. 
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Red reached out, grabbed him, and snapped his neck with one twist of 
the wrist. This turn of events was hardly what I had had in mind. Boy, 
did I feel bad.
 As I approached town, I noticed the lake and remembered approxi-
mately where Red Dalziel’s farm was located. It was a long shot, but I 
thought I would follow the dirt road on the south side of the lake. It 
all seemed very familiar. I cranked the steering wheel to the right and 
bounced down a tree-lined dirt road until I arrived at an old two-story, 
red-brick farmhouse. No one appeared to be home. I stepped out of the 
car and walked toward the house. I turned a 360, trying to remember 
what I could and to take in all of my surroundings. I was as sure as I 
could be that I had found the Dalziel place. Tall elms, maples, and oaks 
lined the property around the house and formed a windbreak between 
the house and the lake. The lake with its cattail reeds and migratory 
birds could be seen in the distance through the trees beyond the barn 
and fields. A great blue heron, along with some mallards, flew over the 
pastures toward the distant water.
 “Smack!” The farmhouse door abruptly flew open, and to my amaze-
ment, a large Chesapeake Bay retriever raced down the steps toward 
me. I was terrified at what this large barking dog might do. In the 
next instant, though, it hit me: this dog was the second Chesapeake 
Bay retriever I had seen. She was even cream-colored just like Red’s 
Chesapeake, Sailor, twenty-five years earlier. “Sailor would have been 
dead twice by now,” I remember thinking. The wide-bodied retriever 
dropped her hind legs as she got closer and then rolled over onto her 
back, inviting me to scratch her furry belly. When I peered up, there, 
standing by the door, was a man in his mid-forties. His tie was undone, 
and he looked like an urban professional who had just returned from a 
city office. “Come here Sailor!,” he shouted. I couldn’t believe my ears 
nor eyes! The man informed me that he had acquired the place from 
the Dalziels, and that the dog was a descendant of Red’s dog Sailor. 
While Red had passed on years before, this Sailor was the great-great 
granddaughter of the dog I had once known.
 After saying good-bye, I drove away shaking my head. I really 
couldn’t believe what had happened. Sailor soon turned away from her 
pursuit of my shiny chrome bumper and could be seen in my rear-view 
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mirror nosing up to a small pony grazing along the edge of the road. 
Once to the pavement, a right-hand turn pointed me toward the town 
of Heron Lake.
 As I drove through Heron Lake, population 786, I held the only 
photograph that existed of the house where Mom grew up. The de-
sign and white color were common, and it wasn’t likely that I could be 
sure which house had once been the Hawkins home. Later, I found out 
that it had been torn down years after sustaining structural damage 
from a gas explosion that injured Grandma. I finally noticed a conva-
lescent home, which I thought would be my best bet for gaining infor-
mation, and pulled into the parking lot. Ham and cheese was on the 
lunch menu. I parked the truck, yanked down the tailgate, pulled out 
the fixings, and sat back against my carpeted bed, which tilted into a 
comfortable tailgate chair. As I ate my sandwich, I wondered, “With 
thirty-six years having passed since my grandparents’ move to Califor-
nia, would anyone still remember them?”
 I grabbed my cassette recorder, shut the tailgate, and headed through 
the double doors and down the sparkling white hallway, where I was 
greeted by a nurse who remembered my mom. She led me to a large 
dining room where a birthday celebration appeared to be going on. At 
two white rectangular folding tables situated in the middle of an emp-
ty dining room sat an extended family, including grandparents, their 
children, and assorted others. There was a white-haired lady sitting in 
the middle of everyone, smiling at a two-layered birthday cake. I ap-
proached the table and announced that I was “Doc Hawkins’s grand-
son.” The whole group broke out in happy laughter and loud “Ohs!”
 They were the Freking family. One elderly sibling of the four, Au-
gie, had been my grandpa’s hunting partner. Augie’s wife was turn-
ing eighty years old, so they were celebrating. Augie looked tired. He 
briefly mentioned a couple of duck-hunting experiences with Doc. At 
one point, he just shook his head, repeating, “I remember Doc, yes, I 
remember him. . . . ” Tears came to Augie’s eyes as he stared out beyond 
the room to another time in his life. I could relate to Augie’s tears. It 
was exactly that kind of sentiment that had brought me there. 
 The Frekings said that Doc would always hang around for a chat 
or for dinner after he tended their farm animals. They emphasized his 
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helpful nature and how he loved to talk. I asked them if he ever drank, 
and Augie’s wife commented that he used to invite friends into his vet-
erinary office located behind the house and offer them a drink. I asked 
her what he liked to drink, and she said, “Oh, I don’t think Doc was 
particular.” With that, everyone broke out in laughter.
 Active in community and state affairs, Grandpa served as a chair-
man of the Education Committee and a member of the Practice and 
Ethics Committee of the Minnesota Veterinarian Association. He was 
the president of the local Community Club and a member of the local 
Board of Health, the board of the “old” hospital, and the Board of Edu-
cation. He was president of the Jackson County Sportsmans League for 
five years and a charter member of the Minnesota Conservation Fed-
eration, serving one year as their vice-president and several years as 
vice-president for their southern Minnesota division. Doc worked with 
state representatives to set up conservation laws to protect game and 
started the first regional fish hatchery to restock the local lakes. I knew 
little of this while he was alive but discovered it in an article published 
in the Heron Lake newspaper at the time of his retirement in 1961.
 Most of those seventy years or older who lived at the Heron Lake 
convalescent home knew Grandpa or remembered meeting him or 
hearing of him. Talking to these people seemed to bring him back to 
life for a moment. It had been a lifetime ago, it seemed, that my grand-
parents were alive, and yet there I was revisiting a history that lived in 
the hearts of the good people who had known them. I bounced down 
dirt roads back through the cornfields from where I had come. When I 
reached Okabena, I turned onto a paved road going south toward the 
interstate. I had had such a warm experience in Heron Lake that when 
I turned onto i-90 heading west, my eyes filled with tears.
 That night I approached Pierre, the capital of South Dakota. What 
a welcoming party Isabelle had organized! She must have announced 
to all of the seventeen thousand people living there and in neighbor-
ing Fort Pierre that I was arriving, and they chose to celebrate with 
fireworks. I remember chuckling at the thought.
 As I whisked along an uninhabited stretch of prairie, beneath a 
dark, star-studded sky, firework flashes radiated a bath of color that lit 
my way. As I got closer to town, the fireworks, positioned in the bull’s-
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eye of the road, grew larger and brighter, until I pulled into Fort Pierre. 
I drove through town, over the Missouri River bridge into Pierre, and 
put the celebration behind. Checking into the Iron Horse Inn owned 
by Isabelle’s cousin, I chatted with the owners briefly. Then I headed 
to my room, where I tried but failed to send my first-ever email from a 
motel, via a phone line. I finally rolled over and fell right to sleep. I was 
exhausted.

Meeting the Homesteaders’ Children

The next morning I met the children of the homesteaders, all of them 
in their mid-to-late seventies, at the Town & Country Restaurant down 
the street from my motel. Sitting across the table from me were Isabelle 
Hedman Elliot, her husband Bill, her brother Bud Hedman, his wife 
Mary, and Bob Pitzen, the son of John Pitzen, the stagecoach driver 
who had brought my family to Hayes in the spring of 1908.
 We got acquainted over breakfast and then drove a few blocks to 
Bud and Mary’s town home where we sat around a wooden table and 
took a closer look at the albums I had put together. Bob Pitzen leaned 
down with the magnifying glass and then poked one photograph 
with his forefinger, saying, “That I recognize.” It was the Togo Road 
Ranch, the building where he had spent the first ten years of his life. He 
pointed out that behind nearly every window was a room where guests 
could stay. Later, he would tell more.
 After passing around the pictures and chatting a bit, I played a cas-
sette tape of Grandpa’s interview. On the part of the tape where he 
talked about Hayes, Grandpa told stories of people who belonged to 
the Hayes homesteading community. One of the stories involved Sher-
iff Clarence Coyne, the future South Dakota secretary of state and, 
later, lieutenant governor: “Coyne entered the saloon in Hayes, laid his 
six-shooter on the bar, then got ‘lit up’ and started shooting out the 
lights. One of the bullets hit a man staying in the room above the bar.” 
Bob leaned forward, then back, listening carefully. At the end of the 
Coyne story, he nodded his head while leaning forward and said, “Yep, 
I heard that story before.” He added, “By the way, my middle name is 
Coyne.” Clarence Coyne had been a close friend and business partner 
of Bob’s father, John Pitzen.
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 Bob confirmed many of Grandpa’s memories. What amazed me was 
that many were stored with such clarity that even the details of loca-
tions and distances held true. In retrospect, it makes sense that Grand-
pa would remember details. Details were important, considering the 
nature of travel in central South Dakota during the early 1900s. When 
you traveled by horse, you didn’t have the luxury of pulling off the 
highway to buy a ready-made microwavable sandwich and a soda. In-
stead, you had to set out with a solid plan and return home for supper.
 In his memoirs, Grandfather described one night when he rode 
horseback to a dance some distance away from home: “It was dark 
when I started to the dance. You know that it was a vast expanse of 
prairie country with very few inhabitants at that time. At night all 
looked alike. No houses, and very few fences. I took the general direc-
tion to where the dance was and I rode, and rode. I watched the stars 
to see that I didn’t go round in circles.” After traveling a long distance, 
he wrote, “I was sure I was lost, but I kept on. All of a sudden, my pony 
stopped stone still, and I could not make him go. I got off to see what 
was the matter with him. I discovered that he was right up against a 
barbed-wire fence. We followed that fence for some distance, and fi-
nally came to a house. To my surprise, I found it was the place I was 
looking for. I tied my horse up to a hitching rack and went in, where I 
was welcomed by the host and his wife.” 
 After our meeting at Bud and Mary’s house, I drove back to the Iron 
Horse Inn, where I cracked open a beer and made a few telephone 
calls. It was then that I realized I had not seen one acre of prairie since 
my arrival the previous night. So I took a short drive out of town and 
pulled off the road. There above the wheat fields to the north were the 
most amazing mix of clouds: cumulous, nimbus, and thunderheads, a 
series of enormous, billowing, bluish-gray clouds. The sun shone like a 
spotlight, illuminating their edges. I was anxious to grab my camera, 
but instead took a deep breath of fresh air. I was done with document-
ing. It was time to relax.
 The next morning I slept in until nine o’clock and then tried to 
phone Bob. I reached his family, with whom he had been living since 
his illness. They gave me the number of his home in Fort Pierre, where 
I reached him sifting through old photographs trying to locate one of 
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the Togo Road Ranch. He agreed to spend Sunday with me in Hayes 
and suggested we start at the museum in Fort Pierre. I was grateful to 
have the chance to spend a day with this nice man who was helping 
my dream to come true. The next day, he would, as he had said in his 
February letter, “show Ihne around.”

Heading to the Hedman Farm

After talking with Bob, I called Bud and Mary’s home in Pierre, where 
Isabelle and Bill were staying. No one answered, so I left a message 
on the answering machine at their farm near Hayes. Because we had 
planned to get together, I decided I had better stay put and wait for 
their call. As I walked up the motel stairs to deliver a load of laundry 
to the washer, who should show up but Isabelle and Bill? Once we had 
filled up on another Town & Country breakfast, we all headed to Hayes.
 Isabelle asked whether she should ride with me so we could continue 
our chat, and, of course, she did. Her husband Bill drove their car. She 
identified the creeks along the way, talked about the damming of the 
Missouri River, and pointed out various places of interest, including a 
sign that told of the birthplace of Sitting Bull on Willow Creek, which 
at one point flows beneath the two-lane South Dakota Highway 34.
 Big cumulous clouds dotted a blue sky. A slight breeze brushed the 
wheat fields into waves, and a steady traffic of these graceful giants 
advanced across a sky so vast that it appeared as if the earth truly had 
an edge, as some believed around the time of Columbus’s famous voy-
age. Strewn from field to field were Tootsie-Roll-like bundles of hay 
and straw waiting to be transported to various barnyards. After driving 
thirty miles west, with nothing but wheat fields and a few scattered 
farmhouses along the way, we arrived at the turn onto Bud and Mary’s 
dirt road, situated on a rise to the northeast of the tiny town of Hayes.
 Hayes was moved to its present site in the 1930s when the highway 
was built about two hundred yards north of the old town site. These 
days, Hayes has one gas station brandishing a sign with missing letters. 
“The Oasis,” as it is named, supplies the local farmers and ranchers with 
gas and limited grocery items. There is also a small Lutheran church, 
a one-room school and about seven small houses. That’s the town of 
Hayes today. 
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 We turned right onto the dirt road and traveled our dusty way a 
quarter of a mile to Bud and Mary’s ranch house. There we were warm-
ly greeted as we pulled onto the grass in front of their modest home. 
Mary offered us water, then coffee. Isabelle and Bill needed to drop off 
an article at a friend’s house and suggested that Bud give me a tour of 
his sixty-five-hundred-acre farm. So we hopped into his beat-up old 
white Ford pickup truck, and off we bounced down a dirt road. After 
a short drive, I spotted the farmhouse Bud and Isabelle’s grandfather 
Gustaf Hedman had built on a hill in the distance. Bud then pointed 
it out. I asked if we could have a look. “Sure,” he said, and cranked the 
wheel quickly to the left, taking us on up a small hill. The trail disap-
peared into high grasses just south of the house. Bud parked, put the 
gearing into neutral, and turned the key to off.
 There it sat on a prairie  rise— an abandoned monolith of a house 
looking like something out of a Stephen King movie. As we approached 
the large two-story with its dark, weathered wooden siding and pane-
less windows, I noticed two sections that appeared to have been added 
to the main structure after it was built. They were likely old home-

Located thirty-two miles west of the state capital, Hayes today looks much like it did in 
this 1996 photograph.
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stead shacks acquired when Gustaf Hedman built the house in 1910. 
That year marked the start of a tremendous drought that turned many 
homesteaders belly-up. I asked Bud about these two additions, but he 
wasn’t sure where they had come from. 
 Bud and I walked through long grass to reach the house. Beyond the 
hand-carved, wooden front door with its original rusted red handle 
awaited a treasure trove of artifacts and the shadows of a prairie story. 
The first room contained an old oil heater, three old pedal-powered 
sewing machines, broken china, bottles, and assorted other artifacts 
strewn about in various piles. Sections of the cracked plaster ceiling 
hung overhead. When I peeked up the stairwell, Bud said encourag-
ingly, “Go ahead on up!” As I forced open the heavy stairway door with 
its rusted hinges, it cracked and splintered, clearing the way for our 
passage.
 Isabelle mentioned that when she was a child, she used to walk up 
the hill to Gustaf ’s house to help her Aunt Berdena, Carl Hedman’s 
wife, with chores in trade for piano lessons. “I would dust and scrub the 
floors and stairs,” she told me. “Then we’d make cakes, and bake bread. 
After a days’ work, Aunt Berdena would give me my piano lessons. She 
was quite a piano player. I remember her hands dancing across the key-
boards, playing full chords of spirited songs.”
 I moved slowly, one creaking step at a time. Bud followed. Each step 
was taken with the hope that Gustaf Hedman had utilized the best 
materials and design possible in 1910. Apparently he had, because we 
were able to reach the second story where we found much of the same 
scattered throughout three bedrooms, along with broken chairs, emp-
ty jars, and a cast-iron bedframe and springs. 
 The view out the windows quickly caught my eye. Each opening 
framed a masterpiece, like an artist’s series of yellow prairie clover 
leading to an El Mesa horizon. The setting and the house reminded me 
of Christina’s World, an Andrew Wyeth painting my mother had once 
shared with me when I was a child. I quickly snapped a few photo-
graphs while Bud informed me of the homestead’s history. Frozen Man 
Creek could be seen out the window to the east. Bud pointed out the 
window as he told me how his father had once tried to dam the creek 
with earth moved by a team of horses. The dam, however, didn’t make 
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it through the next spring when heavy rains put added pressure on 
“the fill.” With my tape recorder rolling, I paced about, investigating 
historic piles of rubbish while fanning questions to Bud.
 Isabelle later related that Gustaf Hedman had come over from Swe-
den with his wife. The two of them, along with five children, lived in 
a small claim shack located just west of where the big house was later 
built. Gustaf ’s wife died, and he remarried. Before long, their claim 
shack was burned to the ground. No one knows why. Several stories 
circulated, according to Isabelle, “including an evil tale of the second 
wife’s jealousy inspiring the destruction of all the previous wife’s keep-
sakes. The other story was less evil, being that Gustaf smoked, and per-
haps mice may have ignited his stick matches.”
 It was delightful to stand in an old prairie farmhouse. I had expect-
ed to find many old abandoned houses still standing near Hayes, but 
Gustaf ’s was the only old house I was able to investigate. The family 
members hadn’t been inside for years. By entering the house, we had 
gazed at Hayes through a rusty remnant pile of dusty artifacts; you 
could smell and taste the history in that house. The tour of the Hed-
man property ended. Bud and I headed back to the ranch house where 
we were greeted by Isabelle, who hopped into the truck to help us look 

Built in 1910, Gustaf Hedman’s house commanded views of the prairie landscape in all 
directions.
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for the Hawkins claim. The claim itself couldn’t be seen from Gustaf ’s 
second story, but to the southeast you could see the rise just above it.
 We drove to the highway, took a left, then a right after an eighth 
of a mile. We chatted our way along two miles of dirt road until we 
came to the rise. We parked. Finally, we were overlooking the Hawkins 
claim, but where it was, exactly, was questionable. Our map showed 
the road making a right-angled turn at the end of two miles of section 
line. However, the road didn’t turn. It continued straight. Our puzzle-
ment was pronounced, suggestions were made, and more thought gave 
us a sense of exactness. Then another question would lead us back to 
bewilderment. Hence, we spent time discussing where we thought the 
claim was, and we questioned whether the map was indeed accurate.
 Back in 1909, you could just ask a neighbor, but in 1996, the Hed-
man farm and Hayes were the closest inhabited lands. To the south 
and east there were no houses in view for some ten miles of prairie 
grass and wheat. More of a community had existed when Grandfa-
ther first arrived in 1908. He recalled: “When we arrived in Hayes, it 
was getting close to supper time, so mother and I went to the hotel. 
. . . There was a long table in the dining room where they served meals 
‘family style.’ While we were eating supper, someone [at the livery] had 
hitched our pony to the buggy, and drove to the hotel. They stopped 
in front of the hotel, leaving the horse standing while they came in to 
inform us it was ready. About that time a dog came along and bit the 
pony. He [the pony] took off down the hill and across the bridge over 
Frozen Man Creek, and away he went in the dark.” 
 The liveryman then walked Grandpa and his mother out to the 
homestead. “It was a beautiful night,” Grandpa wrote in his memoir. 
“The stars were shining, and the air clear and invigorating. As we 
walked along we heard the most terrifying  wails— just like a woman 
slowly dying. I asked, ‘What is that?’ He said it was a coyote and its 
mate. The next day they found the pony and the buggy with the front 
wheel locked into a fence post and the pony grazing on the grass. It had 
traveled about five miles.” 
 I stepped out of Bud’s Ford and walked to the edge where the hill 
descended. “Keep a look out for prairie rattlers,” Isabelle warned, which 
of course I did, until I saw the horizon. There I was, standing over a vast 



1 5 2   |   S O U T H  D A K O T A  H I S T O R Y   |   V O L .  4 2 ,  N O .  2

expanse of wheat fields, some planted, some not, some returning to 
prairie grass, but all were linked like a puzzle, extending endlessly until 
meeting the sky at the horizon.
 I thought about Grandpa as a boy adventuring around the coun-
tryside, carrying a six-shooter and playing a man’s role at fourteen. 
Although I had just arrived, my grasp of why Grandpa spoke about 
his homesteading experience quickly became clear. Not only was this 
grand landscape influential, but so was the role he had assumed. He 
was living there with his mother, fulfilling responsibilities that his fa-
ther ordinarily would have filled, giving him experience in an adult 
role and with the support of a closely knit community. With Bud and 
Isabelle still sitting in the truck, I decided that on Monday I would 
return to this beautiful place where my ancestors had once lived and 
camp out for one night.
 I climbed back into Bud’s truck, and we headed to the Oasis gas 
station, the only visible commercial establishment in Hayes. There we 
spoke to Dodie Garrity. Together, the four of us looked at the old claim 
map and discussed the location of the Hawkins claim. Dodie was famil-
iar with the properties on the map because her family owned the land 
adjacent to the land in question. She shared several old photographs, 
which included shots of the Hopkins Hotel, the general store, settlers 
picnicking, and one showing the main street in old Hayes. After our 
chat, we leaped back into the truck and cut our own trail through high 
grasses behind the Oasis and toward the old Hayes town site located 
about fifty yards from the banks of Frozen Man Creek. The creek flows 
down from the Hedman place, through the old Hayes town site, and, 
as I found out later, through what was once the Hawkins property. 
 Frozen Man Creek acquired its name, according to Bob Pitzen, 
when a man froze to death while sitting in his wagon along the creek 
bank. I spoke to many an old-timer on this trip, and Bob was the only 
one to offer an explanation. Later, I would discover a United States 
War Department map from 1858 that showed Frozen Man’s Creek, re-
vealing that it had been named before South Dakota was even a terri-
tory. Whatever happened to warrant the name can only be left to the 
imagination. What we do know, at least, is that it occurred a heck of a 
long time ago.
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The author stands with Isabelle Hedman Elliot next to the wooden posts mark-
ing the location of old Hayes. Frozen Man Creek flows in the background. 

 Bud parked the truck, and we piled out. There we found wooden 
posts marking the location of the old Hayes establishments. The post 
office, the general store, the Hopkins Hotel, and the Deadwood Trail 
that ran down the main street were all represented. We snapped pho-
tographs of each other and wandered about looking at the ground, the 
distant landscape, and the sky. 
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 In 1909, approximately seventeen thousand people came to Stanley 
County to claim land west of the Missouri River. The population of 
the state capital of Pierre is only that today. According to Bob, Stan-
ley County was prime for growing grain and raising cattle. Hayes was 
the cultural center for those homesteaders living within reach, and 
the people there were connected with each other out of necessity. 
Grandpa’s memoirs mention the proximity of his neighbors and the 
cultural activities they shared: “Mike Brennan and his two half sisters 
from Minnesota filed on three quarter sections of land adjoining each 
other. They built three cabins on three corners of their land so they 
were right together. An old Irishman by the name of Tom Kiley, and 
his wife, lived not far from us. Mr. Wentworth and his family were the 
nearest neighbors.” 
 According to Grandpa, there were many neighborhood parties. 
“Someone would come along in the late afternoon and pick mother 
and me up, and also the other neighbors,” he wrote. “We would even-
tually arrive at a home where the party would be. Quite often two of 
the girls from the town would ride their horses out, and probably John 
Pitzen would ride along. We would have a lot of good food and visit to 
the wee hours. Then the women would sleep in the house, and the men 
would throw some mattresses and blankets up on the lean-to roofs and 
sleep there. After breakfast, we would all go home. . . . One night there 
was a dance in the hall up over the land office,” he recalled. “We all went 
and there were two girls there who were about my age. They just about 
danced me to death. A big wagonload of people came down from Mor-
phrodite Creek, which was a tributary of the Cheyenne River. They all 
danced except the driver. He spent the evening in the saloon drinking 
beer. When he thought it was time to go, he stuck his head in the door 
of the dance hall and shouted, “ ‘All you Morphrodites, come! We’re 
going home!’”
 Grandpa went on to describe a dance at one of the small homestead 
shacks: “When we arrived, I tied my horse up to the hitching rack and 
went in. The one room of their shack was cleared of all furniture except 
for a keg in the corner where the man sat who played the fiddle. The 
room was just large enough for one set of square dancers. The host was 
the caller. I danced with the host’s daughter when it was our turn. Ev-
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eryone but the set dancing stood outside the house waiting until their 
set was called. After the dance, I was given a place to sleep, and I rode 
home the next day.” 
 Bud, Isabelle, and I drove back through the high grass to the main 
road, took a right, and then a quick left back to the Hedman spread, 
where we ate a delicious meal of fantail shrimp, fresh garden greens, 
potatoes, homemade jellies, and pickled watermelon rinds. I’d never 
had the latter. You just “boil them, add vinegar, sugar and cinnamon,” 
Mary said. They were tangy good. She served a dessert of apple angel 
food cake, vanilla ice cream, and coffee. By then I was so full of both 
food and experience that I was ready for a nap.
 Finally, a terrific day was nearing its end. I thanked Bud and Mary 
for showing me around and for the terrific dinner. I gave Isabelle a big 
hug. As I waved from my Toyota Tacoma, Isabelle walked out on the 
balcony and yelled, “Hey Bill, you tell your mother that I think you’re a 
terrific guy.” She liked me, and I adored her. Words cannot describe the 
feeling I had on that trip, although I would say that fulfillment of the 
heart and faith in life’s possibilities are two themes that come to mind 
as I look back. More than anything, this trip gave me a better under-
standing of my grandpa’s life and helped me feel closer to him. That’s 
why I traveled to Hayes in the first place.
 Later, I returned to Pierre and the Iron Horse Inn. Upon opening my 
hotel-room door, the phone rang. It was Pitzen. We had plans to meet 
for breakfast. He tried to accommodate me, but I insisted on meeting 
him on his time schedule. So we agreed on a 6:30 a.m. breakfast, which 
was a little early for me. 

The Togo Road Ranch and the Hawkins Claim 

Bob and I met at the Town & Country the next morning, the seventh of 
July. I ordered the usual, the number two, but asked for scrambled eggs 
because last time the fried eggs had been as runny as a baby’s  nose— not 
the way I prefer to eat eggs. Bob had his usual, oatmeal and toast, and 
commented on how he couldn’t eat or drink anything good on account 
of his diabetes. We had a chat, ate, and then left for the old Togo Road 
Ranch site near Hayes. Along the way, Bob told me about his dad.
 “What did your father do for work during his life in Hayes?,” I asked. 
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He said, “Dad started a freight line, delivered anything that was need-
ed: chickens, chicken feed, flour, anything. No cars around when dad 
first lived there. They were in the big cities out east, but none around 
[Hayes]. He freighted from Midland to Hayes to pick up people. . . . He 
quickly got a contract from the government to carry mail from Midland 
to Hayes. Later on, he went on to deliver to individual homesteaders. 
He had to have fresh horses for his freight line and kept them in his liv-
ery stable in Hayes. He rented teams and old buggies to homesteaders.” 
 Bob then described the Togo site as it was when his father owned it. 
An icehouse had been built near a dam on the creek. “We cut it down 
off stilts and dad used it for a barn to milk cows,” he said. “There was 
also a cattle barn and chicken house.” Inside the Togo itself, there were 
“four small rooms, and one large room upstairs. The downstairs had a 
long room, probably the dining room, and a large kitchen, and a great 
big living room with a wood stove.” He recalled the often-difficult 
South Dakota climate: “The snow came in the house in the winter 
and dust in the summer. We used to sit around the wood stove with 
our overshoes on to try and keep warm. My job was to get up, come 
down and break the ice off the coffee pot, and get the fire started. We 
wore long underwear to keep warm. That was a tough time in our lives. 
Along with difficult winters, we also had drought, grasshoppers, and 
hardships.” 
 When I asked whether his family had continued to serve the pub-
lic in the way the Togo Road Ranch had, Bob responded: “Neighbors 
would come by and get a cup of coffee and a meal. Mother always had a 
pot of beans and coffee on. Father was too damn good-hearted. People 
were always borrowing things from us. People came and borrowed hay 
to feed their  cattle— sometimes two hundred pounds of hay.” In the ear-
ly 1920s John Pitzen owned a grocery store north of Hayes at Sansarc.
 On the way to Hayes, Bob pointed out where the other road ranch-
es used to be and informed me that you could still see the old wagon 
ruts where the Deadwood Trail ran. We drove past an old house on 
the right where his family last lived together shortly before his mother 
died. We coasted past the Oasis gas station, slowed to a near stop, and 
turned left off the highway, passing the one-room red schoolhouse that 
Bob first attended in the 1920s. 
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In this undated photograph, patrons enjoy hospitality at the Togo Road Ranch located 
south of Hayes. 

 Minutes later, we crept slowly past a small pond on the right. Bob 
turned his head toward the window. “There!,” he shouted, pointing to 
a square patch of green grass near the pond. “That’s the old site of the 
Togo Road Ranch before it was moved to the hill above the pond next 
to the road.” At last, EUREKA!, we’d found the “Togo’s,” as Grandpa 
called it. Well, it wasn’t there, but we could see where it had once 
stood. I leaped from the truck after it came to a stop and pointed the 
camera at this patch of grass. 
 Next I climbed the barbed-wire fence and continued to the top of 
the hill where weathered wooden planks protruded from the ground. 
Surrounding this sign of previous residence was a variety of color-
ful old glass, porcelain, and square nails. I put my hand on one of the 
wooden planks that stuck out from the randomly stacked pile of giant-
sized pixie sticks. It seemed strange to be handling remnants of the 
Togo Road Ranch, a place that, for a time, existed only in my grandpa’s 
memory, in his photographs, and in my imagination. However, there 
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I was digging with my bare hands in the dark South Dakota soil and 
wondering about its history. The solid road ranch that once stood as a 
bastion of warmth for weary travelers and their horses was now a pile 
of sticks. 
 I left the Togo after our little look-and-point to check out the 
Hawkins claim. We continued on south down dirt roads until we came 
to a cattle gate. I exited the truck, pulled the gate post to my chest 
to loosen the tension, undid the wire loops that were attached to the 
fence post, and pulled the works to the side. Then I drove the truck 
through, jumped out, and reattached the gate. After that, we headed 
east. Going a little more than a mile, we ascended the rise above the 
Hawkins claim. With the help of Dodie Garrity and the claim map, we 
had finally found it. 
 As I stood measuring the landscape, I realized that Grandpa and 
Great-Grandmother Lillie could easily have seen the Togo and old 
Hayes from here. They’d have ridden a horse or taken a buggy to pick 
up supplies or to attend a dance at the hall above the land office. The 
life of a settler was becoming clearer as I witnessed the geographic po-
sitioning of all partners in this early-twentieth-century quest to settle 
the land. Later, Bob and I drove the thirty miles back to Fort Pierre and 
visited an old folk’s home. We spoke to a few oldies, but all had been 
newborns back when Hayes was a bustling homestead town. “We hit a 
dry well,” as Bob coined it. Reality hit hard during that visit. There was 
no one left who had lived those times. I realized that eighty-seven years 
were too many to find someone who held the memory of Hayes when 
Grandpa was there.
 We dropped by Bob’s house in Fort Pierre, where he had found the 
photograph of his father sitting on a horse in front of his livery stable in 
old Hayes, taken around the time my grandpa lived there. According 
to Bob, it was the last remaining photograph from those times. While 
his mother Daisy had taken an interest in organizing the Pitzen family 
photographs, all were lost in the Missouri River flood of 1952. In fact, 
the picture of his dad in front of the livery stable had the marks of re-
ceding floodwaters on it.
 Bob and I returned to the Iron Horse Inn. It had been a full day, 
to say the least. I thanked Bob for making my dream come true. We 
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John Pitzen, the man who drove the stagecoach that brought William Hawkins and his 
mother to their claim, poses at his Hayes livery stable. 

hugged, and he drove off. I’d made another friend on my journey to the 
homestead. 

Following the Research Trail

The reward I had promised myself for completing my research goals in 
Pierre would be to spend the night alone on the Hawkins claim site. I 
wanted to shoot some pictures, take walks, watch the sunset, and play 
my guitar. But my first goal was to visit the South Dakota State Ar-
chives at the Cultural Heritage Center on a hill above Pierre. 
 Soon after arriving, I “hit the main vein.” I inquired about the Hayes 
newspaper, called the Stanley County Homestead, which was published 
during Hayes’s heydays from 1903 to 1913. The archivist had almost the 
entire run on microfilm. I quickly buzzed through it, stopping on an 
issue dated 26 June 1908. It read, “John Hawkins came out from Iowa, 
and spent a few days the latter part of last week with his wife and son 
on their claim east of town.” This small note sent me whirling with ex-
ultation. “Could there be more?” That was my hope, and there was.
 The newspaper dedicated its front page to gossip and notes on so-
cial functions or any other human activity that wasn’t considered part 
of the daily routine. Here are a few references to my family that I found 
in the Stanley County Homestead: “A party of ladies left Tuesday morn-
ing for a few days outing at the Dokken ranch on Morphrodite creek. 
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The party consisted of Mesdames Lovald, Hawkins, and Edlen and 
Hopkins; Misses Laura Lovald, Kate Swanson and Viola Edlen” (31 July 
1908); “Mrs. J. H. Hawkins entertained a small company at supper last 
evening. Those present were the Messrs, Mesdames Kiley, Wentworth, 
Nichols, Lovald, Norby and Miss Olive Johnson. An elegant repast was 
served and the guests enjoyed progressive cinch until a late hour. Mr. 
and Mrs. Wentworth carried off the honors at the card table” (9 De-
cember 1908); and “Wm. Hawkins returned Wednesday from a trip to 
the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation” (27 August 1909). 
 I imagined the next reference would tell of my family’s eventual move 
back home to Oskaloosa. Not too long after they proved up on the land, 
they left Hayes. Sure enough, the newspaper’s 15 January 1909 edition 
noted, “Mr. and Mrs. Hawkins left Tuesday for their home in Oskaloosa, 
Iowa. They recently proved up on a claim southeast of town.” The 10 
September 1909 issue also mentioned their plans to leave for Iowa.
 I found an interesting reference to a ruling the United States Land 
Office made to prevent speculators from proving up on the land with-
out full commitment to residency. On 10 September 1909, the Stanley 
County Homestead reported: “A recent decision of the general land office 
is to the effect that a wife can not hold down a claim for her husband, 
it being necessary for the entry men to make the residence in person. 
No patents, on this kind of proofs have been issued for over a year, they 
are being held up pending investigation. A special agent is now in the 
field.” From what I can gather, this approach is the one my family took 
to prove up on their claim. Grandpa and his mother Lillie lived on the 
homestead near Hayes while her husband John maintained the lun-
cheonette and confectionary business in Oskaloosa. Some portion of 
settlers were in it for the investment and, like my family, returned home 
once the land had been improved upon and legally transferred to them. 
 The Stanley County Homestead is also filled with countless examples 
of people working together on behalf of the community. The 26 June 
1908 edition gave the schedule for the Fourth of July holiday program, 
listing the following community events: “A baseball game, relay races, 
ladies’ horse races, men’s too, a tug of war, boys’ foot race, men’s foot 
race, a roping contest, a riding contest, a high diving dog performance, 
a one man band and a fireworks display. The purses range from $2.50 
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for the roping contest to $15 for the winner of the riding contest. . . . A 
large circus tent has been secured and will provide ample shade and 
shelter for an immense crowd. A force of constables will see that good 
order prevails. Dancing will be commenced as soon as the heat of the 
day is over, and will continue all night.” The day was to be capped with 
“a magnificent display of fire works.”
 The newspaper also promoted “the good life” in Stanley County to 
those beyond, listing crop yields and an outlook of prosperity. On 31 
July 1908 the editor opined: “It is amusing the way people back east 
look at a person when one tells them he lives in Dakota, west of the 
Missouri River. ‘Does it ever rain out there?’ and ‘Can you raise any-
thing?’ are some of the questions asked. Guess they imagine we are a 
half-starved people enduring all kinds of hardships in a desert land. 
Wish we could show some of them what this country is like. . . . Then a 
person who has once had a taste of life in the hustling west could never 
again be satisfied with life in the old moss eaten east. Stanley [County] 
looks good to us.” 
 I glanced up at the clock and discovered it was 3:30 in the afternoon. 
Time truly flies when you are fully engaged in archives research. I had 
begun shortly before 10:00 in the morning. Now the day was waning, so 
I thanked the archivist and opened the double doors, carrying copies 
of the Hayes newspaper. 
 My next stop took me to the Agricultural Stabilization and Conser-
vation Service office in Pierre. Bud and Mary had recommended that I 
go there with the claim map to request a copy of an aerial photograph 
of the Hawkins claim site. After a two-minute visit, I walked out with a 
copy of the image, which showed the fence lines exactly as detailed on 
the 1909 claim map that Isabelle had forwarded.
 Susan at the county Register of Deeds office was a great help. I sorted 
through my growing pile of maps, photographs, letters, and notes, and 
found the claim coordinates that Isabelle had sent. Susan took them, 
looked in two reference books, and, within minutes, pulled out the 
deed and the bill of sale. The deed was signed by John Hadley Hawkins 
on 15 February 1910. At that point, the family legally owned the land. 
They had proved up by cultivating five acres, building a dwelling, dig-
ging a pond as a water source, and residing on the claim for most of 
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two years. The bill of sale revealed that they had sold their land on 
21 January 1920 to their neighbors, the Wentworths, who were friends 
from Oskaloosa, Iowa. The warranty of deed of sale only mentions “one 
dollar paid, and valuable consideration.” 
 After that, I set out to find the Cedar Hill Cemetery to look for 
gravestones with the names of people mentioned in my grandpa’s 
memoirs. I drove about four miles on a dirt road to a rise located above 
the Missouri and Fort Pierre. At one point, I wasn’t sure where I was, 
having had to make several turns onto different roads. However, I was 
determined to find the cemetery. I had completely given in to the ad-
venture and forgotten about my goal of reaching Hayes by sundown.
 Finally I arrived at what looked like a cemetery gate made of cast 
iron brandishing fancy designs. I jumped it and trudged up a hill of 
overgrown, flaming-yellow sweetclover. The wind had died down, and 
the heat was unmerciful. No one was around, and all I could think about 
was Isabelle’s warning to “keep an eye out for prairie rattlers.” Most of 
the graves were hidden by the unmonitored plant life. My enthusiasm 
diminished while walking through the head-high clover in the heat of 
day with black flies biting the backs of my legs. I kept searching never-
theless. Having come that far with so much sweat sweated, and having 
nearly conquered my fear of being bitten by a rattler, I needed to justify 
this rather idiotic situation. Well, I never did find anything. 
 I was relieved to hop back into my red truck with its air condition-
ing and crank-up windows. I turned the key and headed to the Scotty 
Philip Cemetery located on the west side of the Missouri River just be-
low Oahe Dam. After arriving, I walked down each row of graves and 
quickly found the grave of John Pitzen, Bob’s dad. I was a little shocked 
at first. Bob’s name also appeared on a gravestone, carved next to his 
wife’s; another reminder of our impermanence. 
 I hurried back to the truck, turned the key, popped in Jethro Tull’s 
“Skating Away”—my theme song for the  trip— and headed west to 
Hayes. On the way, I pulled off the highway to speak with a farmer for 
nearly an hour. While talking, I suddenly felt the pull to get to Hayes. I 
had planned to take photographs there at sunset. I thanked the farmer 
for his time and then headed west on the highway. 
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Camping On the Hawkins Claim

When I neared the east edge of Hayes, I took a left on the dirt road. 
With Hayes to the west and the Hedman farm to the northwest, I 
parked the truck along the straight section line road to photograph 
some of the hawks and owls who sat upon each hay bale waiting for the 
mice to come out and take the bait; the bait being a whole countryside 
of grain. Another short stint in the truck brought me to the rise above 
the Hawkins claim. I parked on the grassy hill where I could see the el-
bow-shaped design of the Hawkins claim below, framed as it had been 
at a time when there were few fences. I shot a bundle of photographs 
at a speed at which a hungry lad eats popcorn at the cinema: handfuls 
at a time. I didn’t want to leave anything undocumented. 
 Shortly before sunset, I decided to hike toward old Hayes. While 
descending the hill to the dirt road surrounded by wheat fields and 
summer fallow, I noticed magpies and meadowlarks swooping, sing-
ing, and parading themselves on fence posts. I glanced back at the hill 
from where I had come, the hill above the Hawkins claim. Above it 
was a sky full of white giants surrounded by an ocean of blue. I strolled 
back on up the ridge as the sun was near setting.
 While surveying the land below, I realized that from below, where 
I had planned to camp, there would be no building structures within 
sight. Old Hayes would have been visible from there, but new Hayes 
was hidden, as were all other structures. This absence of buildings ful-
filled another requirement, another dream. I wanted to camp where 
only prairie and sky could be seen. Bud’s sixty-five hundred acres had 
no such place, as I had inquired with him. Camping in such a place was 
my wish.
 The sky to the west turned sunset yellow, as the breeze lightened 
and the temperature stayed at a comfortably warm setting. The weath-
er on this trip had been ideal. I looked at my feet and discovered on 
the ground a few artifacts, including a bone tool and several primitive 
beads. Perhaps they were just rocks. I wasn’t sure. I dropped them into 
my pocket and continued along the ridge. 
 Near the very top of the hill I found a grassless rectangular space 
measuring ten by twelve feet, which is the standard dimension for a 
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claim shack. Located on the slope below was a square sunken area with 
nothing growing on it. “Could that be the privy hole?,” I wondered. 
According to my map, this was the location of the Kiley claim shack. 
What a great place for a house! You could see for ten miles in all direc-
tions. I clicked a few shots as the sun dipped below the horizon. Then I 
turned to backtrack along the ridge to the high spot. Seeing where old 
Hayes was in relation to my grandpa’s land made me understand that 
they were undeniably a part of the community. Being there to look at 
it helped me to understand this fact and made it easier to imagine what 
the town had meant to those settlers. There was nothing else around 
except for Hayes. 
 The land surrounding Hayes, farmed for years, had been spared the 
kind of long-term development that I had known as a kid. It remains 
unchanged from my perspective. However, in 1909, a claim shack stood 
on most every quarter. Development had its way for only a short time. 
Within ten years of the terrible drought that hit Stanley County in 
1910, many of the homesteaders had moved on. Those abandoned claim 
shacks that weren’t moved to other locations fell down over time with 
the help of cattle who needed to scratch an itch, or farmers would bury 
the remnants in order to plow over the spot. Some shacks were moved 
and attached to more modern homes to make extra rooms or a lean-to. 
 I reached the highest point of the small hill, which rose fifty feet 
above the Frozen Man Creek basin. “This is where I’d put my claim 
shack,” I thought. An impractical place for sure, but one that held a 
spectacular view. By now the colors to the west were a blend of reddish 
pink and violets. I descended the hill slowly through thigh-high grass 
to the Hawkins claim. While looking back up at the ridge, which bent 
behind me toward the old Hayes town site, I pictured my grandpa at 
age fourteen, galloping along to pick up supplies for his mother. Upon 
reaching town, he’d head up the dusty Deadwood Trail main street 
and tie up his horse at the hitching rack in front of the Hopkins’s gen-
eral store. There he’d open the wooden screen door, say “hello” to the 
clerk, purchase their weekly supplies, and head home. 
 I understood why he spoke about Hayes. I knew why he had remem-
bered this experience. He was becoming a man in a landscape of beau-
tiful country surrounded by a close-knit community. There must have 
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been a spirit of freedom during that land rush, as Hayes was like other 
pioneer towns where settlers “tamed” some of the last frontier. It made 
me happy to imagine my family living there at that time. 
 When I arrived back at the truck, I pulled out my turkey slices, 
wheat bread, spicy mustard, and Swiss cheese and made a huge sand-
wich. Then I washed it down with a cold beer. Sitting on my black 
guitar stool, I rocked back against the front of my truck and felt the 
satisfaction of digesting a meaningful experience. Hayes was the place 
where Grandpa played a man’s role as a young teenager. He was free 
and living fully in the moment, or such was my estimation. Had his 
dream of staying in Hayes come true, I wouldn’t have been relaxing 
in this warm summer breeze surrounded by cricket sounds and empty 
land. I was glad for me that he had become a veterinarian. But some-
how, I felt that part of his spirit still remained on the prairie out where 
the claim shack stood. 
 In his memoirs Grandpa had written: “The last summer I was in 
South Dakota, I rode in the beef round up. We rounded all the cat-
tle belonging to Mr. Jones of the 100 Ranch, and Mr. Bunker’s OYO 
cattle. After the cattle were gathered, the owners went through the 
main herd and sorted out the steers. . . . My duty was to pick up the 
steer, when cut out of the main herd, and drive him to the holding 
herd. Sometimes you had to ride like everything to keep the steer from 
going back to the main herd.” Grandpa had hoped to go along when 
the steers were shipped to Murdo, but “the powers that be ruled that 
school [eighth grade] was going to start the next day. This automati-
cally eliminated me and Mike Brennan was chosen to take my place.”  
That night a prairie fire broke out near Capa and burned to Fort Pierre. 
“The cattle got caught in the midst of the fire,” he recalled. “Howev-
er, by backfiring, the herd was saved. From where we lived you could 
see the flames in the eastern sky all night. Needless to say, I was glad I 
hadn’t gone on that drive.” 
 The first stars appeared one by one, marking the twilight hour. Ap-
proaching was a night of silence interrupted only by an occasional 
whisper of a breeze through stands of wheat. It had cooled off some, 
so I put on a pair of long pants. An hour later a sweatshirt was needed. 
While I sat, I felt close to Grandpa. I had learned more about one of 
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the richest experiences in his youth. His homesteading experience was 
distinctly an American one, and it was this experience that shaped the 
grandpa I knew and loved. 
 After I finished my beer, I pulled out my Seagull guitar and began 
crafting a song. I sang the melody and invented a few lyrics. Months 
later I would complete it as a poem entitled “Frozen Man Creek” that 
told the story of how the young man died in a blizzard.
 By now it was completely dark, with stars shining on a no-moon 
night. Even the crickets had ceased. I missed Grandpa. I had spent so 
much time thinking about him on this trip, and it had been so long 
since he was alive. I called out to him in the night, thinking he might 
hear me somehow. Being there was as close as I would get to him. I 
wanted him to know that I understood why he had talked so much 
about Hayes, and I wanted him to know that I missed him. 
 The first inkling of fatigue arrived, but I wasn’t ready to turn in and 
let go of this moment. I still wanted more. So I set out on one last hike 
before bed. I headed through a shoulder-high wheat stand toward 
Frozen Man Creek and across what was once the Hawkins land, land 
still framed in the shape in which my grandpa had posted its boundary 
with barbed wire and pine posts. I followed a dry wash that snaked 
back and forth as a small river might do. Suddenly, my flashlight began 
to dim. There I was, a hundred yards into the middle of a wheat field 
with black skies and starshine above. “Nothing to worry about. It’s just 
a wheat field, and a short stroll back,” I reassured myself. After turning 
off my dimming flashlight, I headed back to the truck, slowly and care-
fully. I felt my way along the dry wash, occasionally wandering off track 
due to a small miscalculation or two. 
 I eventually reached my truck and was pleased to open the tail-
gate, unroll my sleeping bag, toss the pillow into position, and crawl 
in where my carpeted bed would provide a comforting night’s sleep. I 
laid back and looked up at the stars through the rear opening. “All this 
life lived, and still there is so much mystery,” I thought as I gazed up at 
the stars amidst the dark sky. My eyes fluttered, thoughts wandered, 
and it was time to sleep. As I drifted off, I thought about Grandpa’s 
story of leaving this place: “That winter [of 1909] father came out and 
we packed everything we had to take back. We loaded it in a lumber 
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wagon and we were driven to Pierre to board the train for Oskaloosa, 
Iowa. I remember that. When we got to Fort Pierre, we drove across 
the Missouri River on the ice, as there was no bridge at that time. I 
was very sad at having to depart at this time. I wanted to stay and be a 
cowboy. But my parents had other plans for me. . . .”
 The next morning I hiked along the ridge to watch the sunrise, stop-
ping on the highest hill. There I stood with shoes wet from the morn-
ing dew, waiting for a gigantic, blazing-yellow sun to crest slowly over 
the eastern horizon. When it did, the rays warmed and wiped away a 
small cloud of ground fog that hung low over Frozen Man Creek. With 
another glorious day ahead, and with the sun having shone on green 
and golden fields, my hopes for South Dakota had been fulfilled. It was 
time to head to the mountains of the West and begin the rest of my 
adventures. Summer had only just begun. 
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