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They Went West

RUTH COOK FRAJOLA
EDITOR

Guy Cook, christened Arthur Guy, was born in England in
1880. In 1882 he was brought to Dakota Territory to what is
now Jerauld County, South Dakota, and became a "sod house"
homesteader. Except for going back to England for several years
to recoup the family's finances, he lived in central South
Dakota until his graduation from Dakota Wesley an in 1908. The
Cook family was one of several English immigrants who settled
in South Dakota in the 1880s.
In 1913 he married Crystal Lisle and they lived in
Carrington, North Dakota, until his death on 20 March 1954.
He was a banker and a community leader—mayor of Carrington
for eleven years and a school board member for many years. He
often spoke and wrote about his experiences In South Dakota.
After the death of his brother and the realization that only a
few of the pioneers or their children were still alive to tell the
story, he decided to write his personal reminiscences about a
homesteader's boyhood. This story was completed in 1949. His
widow. Crystal Lisle Cook, is now living in Columbus, Ohio.
They had two children, Ruth of Columbus, Ohio, and John of
Green Bay, Wisconsin.
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Few indeed are the men raised on a farm who have not
wanted to own their own land. This desire, which moved men
to go to distant places and undergo great hardships, brought
about the settling of the Dakotas. I do not know whether my
Father had ever heard the admonition of Horace Greely or not,
but he followed his advice anyway and decided to go WEST.
Until 1881 he had never been outside the British Isles, but he
had spent his life on a farm. He, too, had a desire to have land
of his own, but saw no chance to fulfill this wish in England.*
Transportation companies ñooded his country with literature
telling of the splendid opportunities in Dakota Territory, which
was just being opened up for settlement. There, they said, a
man could get started in life without much capital and could
soon be a landowner-his own boss.
He didn't know anyone to write to in this new country,
but he was young and full of ambition and was willing to go and
look it over. He had a wife and two small boys and there was no
objection from them.^ While he did not have much money, he
did have enough to pay his passage across and later, if he
decided to stay in this new country, to bring over the rest of the
family.
In the fall of 1881 he arrived in Minnesota with a friend
who had come across with him.^ They worked in the woods for
a while that winter and, walking most of the way, landed in
Huron, Dakota Territory, early the next spring. There a locator
picked them up and showed them land open for settlement near
what is now Alpena, South Dakota. To land-hungry men it
looked good and they decided to stay. Father immediately
wrote to England of his intentions and made plans that the
three of us, my Mother, my three-year-old brother, and myself,
eighteen months old, were to come later in 1882.
If it was hard for my Father to decide to come to this
1. The father of the author, John Fdwin Clark Cook, was born in England on
30 March 1857 and died in Alpena, South Dakota, on 15 January 1920. The family
was living at Ross-on-Wye, Herefordshire, England, at the time they emigrated.
2- The mother of the author. Mary Ehzabeth (Verry) Cook, was born in
England on 12 August 1856 and died in Alpena, South Dakota, on 26 August 193!.
She married John Cook on 20 June 1878.
3. The friend who was with John Cook was Richard Clark, who is mentioned
later in the narrative. Another family, the Thomas Scheffields, also came from
England at the same time as the Cooks.
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John Edwin and Mary Verry Cook
as a young couple.

country, it was much harder for Mother to make the trip with
two small children.'* She often told me with what misgivings she
left home and friends in England to face a new hfe in a new
country; how terribly seasick she was while crossing the ocean;
and how difficult it was to take care of two lively boys under
such conditions. To make things worse, she came steerage class
in order to save money. There she had none of the conveniences
to which she had been accustomed. The smell of brackish water
mingled with the odors of cooking food deep in the hold of the
ship increased the severity of her sickness and added to her
already heavy burdens.
In those days immigrants had to pass through quarantine
on Ellis Island. Mother was no exception and she was held for
4. The children in
John Edwin Verry
Arthur Guy
Thomas E.
Fred and Frank (twins)
Albert C.
Robert S.
Lillian M. (Lewis)
Gertrude May (Sleele)

order of birth are:
born 14 July 1879, England
died 24 July 1949, England
born 5 Nov. 1880, England
died 20 Mar. 1954, N.Dak.
born 12 Mar. 1882. England
died in infancy
born June year unknown, S.Dak.
died in infancy
born 25 Dec. year unknown, England
died in infancy
born 30 Mar. I 889, S.Dak. died 26 Jan. 1947. Alpcna. S.Dak.
born 4 Feb. 1892, S.Dak,
üving in Tulsa, Okla.
born 11 May 1894, S.Dak.
died 9 Jan. 1964, Okla.
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some time. But finally she was on her way again moving toward
the west, which was to be her future home. My brother and 1
were too young to realize her difficulties; now, as I look back
upon them, I wonder how she had the courage to undertake the
journey. Mother was unaccustomed to hardships; she had never
done her own work but had servants to care for her. Now she
had everything to look after; for the first time she was on her
own. She had a wonderful musical education and was an
accomplished musician. But, while this was to be a future
solace, it was of no help now. She also had grit and
determination and both of these were needed on this trip and in
the years to come. In later years I never heard a complaint from
Mother nor an expression indicating that she ever regretted
coming to this new land, even when she had to do all types of
work herself, including raising a family of several children. Now,
as 1 look back upon those days, I wish that I had been more
helpful to her.
The land Father had selected was in what is now Jerauld
County, South Dakota, and he was the first homesteader in the
eastern part of that county. Our first home was a sod shanty,
not much for looks, but warm and comfortable. First a
framework was built out of lumber. Then a piece of land was
plowed with a breaker bottom plow that turned over the virgin
sod in long strips about fourteen inches wide and three inches
thick. These strips were cut into short lengths and laid in rows
outside the wooden framework like bricks. No mortar was used.
The cracks were carefully packed with loose dirt to make the
whole tight; windows and a door completed the sides. The roof
was made of boards laid lengthwise and covered with tar paper
held down by nailed laths. The fioor was natural dirt so
scrubbing was unnecessary. It was not such a bad looking
structure when it was completed, either inside or outside, and
we really enjoyed it when the wintry winds and drifting snow
made it almost unbearable outdoors.
I was too young to realize the lack of conveniences and
difficulties in such a life, but. in fact, rather enjoyed them.
Later, my parents talked so much about those early conditions
that it seems now that I experienced them all. Somehow the
hardships and poverty of those years seem to have been my
own, but they were not. I now realize that I had much pleasure
and enjoyment from them with none of the responsibilities.
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At that time it was permissible for each settler to take up
480 acres of land: 160 acres as a homestead, 160 as a
preemption, and a like amount as a tree claim. Father filed for
all three. The settler was required to live on the land for a stated
number of months and to make some improvements in order to
get title to his homestead and to plant a certain acreage of trees
to prove up on his tree claim. I do not know the requirements
for him to get title to his preemption. Later that first year, and
for a few following, settlers moved in in large numbers and the
prairie was dotted with their shanties. A few came with the idea
of seUing their rights to others and then going back where they
came from; more came with the intention of making this new
country their future home.
It was not long until all of the desirable land had been filed
upon, but there were still many left who wanted a farm of their
own. These people began to check up to find out if all legal
requirements were being met; if not, they would contest the
right of the settler to continue with his agreement with the
government and get a patent. In many of these contests the
original settler lost out and the successful litigant took over.
The most common cause of action was in the tree acreage
and many such tracts were found short. If the contestant was
able to prove a lesser acreage than required, no opportunity was
given the original settler to make good on the shortage and his
right to the tract was lost. Some of the contestants were a little
unscrupulous and unethical in their practices. I can recall one
case about which Father told me. A man had taken up a choice
piece of land as a tree claim. A newcomer suspected that the
acreage was short, but he had no accurate way of measuring it.
He knew, however, that the person who had filed on the land
had a surveyor's chain and so he went to his place, borrowed
the chain, measured the land, found the acreage short, filed a
contest suit, and won the land.
The country was very level; as far as the eye could see
there was virgin soil carpeted with the rich prairie grass common
to this region. In ages past it had been covered with glaciers and
glaciated rocks were everywhere present. The huge masses of ice
had ground up hmestone and other rock leaving a rich black
loam that was very productive when there was sufficient
rainfall.
But all of the land had to be plowed, or "broken up" as it
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was called, before it could be put into crop. These breakers had
heavy hardwood beams and were equipped with long narrow
moldboards in order to turn the sod over in a smooth even slice.
The plow was kept in the proper position by two handles held
by the farmer as he walked in the furrow. There were few
blacksmiths in those days and most of the lay sharpening had to
be done at home. A small anvil was held in the hand, under the
lay, and the iron pounded out with a hammer. It was fortunate
that the steel was soft or this could not have been done. After
pounding out the lay, a file was used to smoothen it out,
resulting in a fairly presentable job. At least, it worked better
after the sharpening.
Despite the richness and productivity of the soil, little
could be raised unless there was su fficient moisture, and
droughts were very common in that region. The parched soil did
its best, but under these conditions the crops would wilt and
the prairie grass turn brown until there was little crop to bring
in cash or produce milk. Then the year's work was wasted and
discouragement showed on the farmers' faces. It was at such a
time as this that a writer contributed this song:
"Oh, Dakota Land! Oh, Dakota Land!
As on her burning soil I stand,
I look away across the plains.
And wonder why it never rains.
Till Gabriel blows his trumpet sound,
And says the rain has gone around."

How true this was. When there was a dark cloud we would
look at it hopefully. Then we would see the flashes of lightning
and hear the claps of the thunder and feel sure that rain must
follow. Then would come a heavy wind accompanied only by
the dust, and that was all. It was disheartening, but we said
little.
If these drought periods continued for several years there
was hardship on every hand. Discouragement often gave way to
despair and a real desire to get away from it all.^ There was a
time after a series of such years and after the sod shanty had
5. The family returned to England temporarily after about three years. John
returned alone; his wife followed later wilh Guy. The older boy, John, stayed in
England with an aunt. Although this separation was intended to be temporary, John
lived the rest of his life in England.

Copyright © 1976 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

They Went West 287

'\

Guy Cook

been replaced by more substantial homes and outbuildings that
a loaning body offered to loan a hmit of $300 per quarter
section of land. It was not nearly the value of the buildings but
many of the settlers took advantage of the offer and abandoned
their farms.
Their years of hardship and hard work, their years of griefs
and sorrows were sold for this small sum of money. By the way,
the loaning agency went broke also in its attempt to keep up
the taxes without monetary returns from the acquired land.
However many of the pioneers did not give up and eventually
their stick-to-itivness was rewarded by better and more
profitable years.
But there were some funny incidents also. I remember
when my Father bought my brother and me a small steel trap.
It was the kind where you spread the jaws and hold them down
with a catch on a trip plate. Gophers were thick and doing
considerable damage by digging up the planted kernels of com;
Father thought that the trap would not only give us some
pleasure, but would also get rid of some of these pests.

Copyright © 1976 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

288

South Dakota History

After a few lessons on how to set the trap, we started off
to find a gopher hole. It did not take us long, and we proceeded
to put into practice what we had learned. First of all, we set the
trap and we got along fiHe with this. Then we placed it in the
hole and pawed loose dirt about the trip plate. But we were not
careful enough; we either put too much dirt on the plate or
touched it with our hands, for the trap snapped. There were
two small hands caught in the jaws. Try as we could we could
not free ourselves; so off we started for the house, tears running
down our faces, hands still imprisoned. We could not
understand why they laughed at us, for it was no joke to us; we
did know for some time afterwards we were known in the
neighborhood as the "Two Gophers."
Not long after we arrived, a railroad was built through that
part of the state and the town of Alpena started. This made it
much easier for us to get food and other supplies. We did not
have much money to buy luxuries but somehow Mother always
managed to have a few pennies for candy for us boys. How
good that candy was! Since then I have eaten some of the very
best chocolates, but they have never given me the pleasure I got
out of that early candy. We did not chew it because that would
make it disappear too quickly; we munched or sucked it very
slowly so that it would last longer.
There was not much of a variety in the little country store
and we never knew that there was such a confection as
chocolates until many years later. We generally selected red and
white striped stick peppermint or rock candies because they
lasted longer and we wanted the sweet taste to stay with us as
long as possible. Have you ever seen rock candy? That kind with
clear sugar crystals and with a string running through the center
to hold it together? Then, once in a long while, we got a small
bag of unshelled peanuts. They were indeed a special treat and
how we did hate to reach into the bottom of that sack and find
that they were all gone.
Any store sold everything that was needed by us then and
which we were able to buy. They took in butter and eggs only
in trade for goods; no cash was paid out for either. All the
butter looked ahke and was dumped into the same barrel. It was
patted into rolls and then diagonal stripes made with the sharp
edge of the ladle. If the weather was very hot and the distance
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to town too great, it could be poured instead of dumped. But
butter and eggs meant much to us in the summer as they weTe
our only source of income. One year, I remember, butter
brought only eight cents a pound and eggs five cents a dozen; so
you can see that they would not buy very much.
Fortunately credit was granted freely by the stores,
especially when one considers the financial standing of the
people. There was only one settlement time and that was in the
fall when the grain was sold. As soon as the year's bill was paid,
a new account was started to be paid the following autumn.
There was no interest charged on the account and a good
present was given when payment was made.
There was not much spent on clothing. Yard goods was the
chief purchase, calico for the women's dresses and denim,
brown or blue, for men's jackets and trousers. Fur coats made
from buffalo, coon and goat skins were worn by men in winter
and every family had good fur robes for winter driving. On a
long trip in very cold weather, common stones were heated in
the oven, wrapped in cloth, and placed at our feet to keep them
warm. Some of the better fixed farmers had a fiat stone with a
handle attached that they used for the same purpose. These
were called soap stones; why, 1 never knew. Some years later we
purchased a container heated by charcoal bricks and we found
these much better.
It was a common sight in those days to see covered wagons
crossing the prairie. These were merely the regular, narrow-tired
farm wagons with a double grain box. Wooden bows reached
from side to side and over these was stretched a canvas covering
fastened securely to the wagon box. This kept out the rain, but
made it almost unbearably hot inside when the sun shone
brightly. On the fioor of the wagon box was hay or straw and
such pieces of furniture and cooking utensils as were absolutely
necessary. At night the family slept inside and it was quite
comfortable. At meal time and at night the horses were left to
graze and thus get their own living.
The wagons made about twenty-five miles a day for six
days. One day a week was set apart for rest of man and beast.
Often a few head of cattle followed the caravan to provide milk
for the children and foundation stock when the destination was
reached. It was a hard way to travel, but they were generally
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happy groups hopeful of the future. Father would often stop
and talk with them about conditions where they had come
from. Most of them had friends who lived in the Dakota
Territory and they intenàed to settle near them.
Fuel was cheap in those early days. There was coal to be
bought, but such a luxury could only be afforded by a few for
genera! use; it was usually saved for very cold weather. In
summer little or none was burned; there was o.ther less costly
fuel. A big box back of the cook stove was kept filled with
"cow chips," the dried dung of cattle. Then there was the tall
grass cut in the sloughs, stacked near the house and twisted to
bum in the stoves. These made a much hotter fire and lasted
longer than anyone who had never used them would expect.
It was one of my chores to make these hay twists and I
was quite adept at it. Later, we had a boiler-like affair made out
of stove pipe iron that was a little wider than the cook stove lids
and a trille longer than the fire box. Into this boiler straw was
tamped. The top lids and cross piece of the stove were removed
and the device tumed upside down upon the stove, with the
open end at the bottom. This tamped straw would burn for a
long time and made quite a hot fire, often becoming a cherry
red when the draft was good.
Flax straw burned especially well in them, made a hotter
fire, and lasted longer than other straw. Once in a while, when
the draft was poor, the smoke would pour out of the stove and
fill the room; but even without smoke the odor of burning
straw was always present. When these boilers were used, the
cooking was done in the oven and on the back holes.
In the fall of the year the whole family would get into a
double grain box wagon and gather "cow chips," which had
been previously turned over to dry. These were stored in a shed
for winter use. It was such a common thing to burn this fuel
that no one thought anything about it. We accepted it as a
necessary part of our hfe. It was sometimes jokingly called
"Dakota soft coal." There was a song current at that time that
told the story in a few words. The tune was Beulah Land and
our words went like this:
"Our fuel is of the cheapest kind.
Our women are all of one mind.
With bag in hand and upturned nose,
They gather chips of the buffaloes."
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There were no buffaloes about there at the time so the name
was undoubtedly used for rhyming purposes, but it was a very
popular song and we all sang it together when "mining Dakota
soft coal."
Little white schoolhouses soon began to dot the prairies
here and there and they became the community meeting places.
Religious services, elections, lyceums, and spelling bees were
held in them as well as school activities. Qualifications for
teaching were quite low and the positions were usually filled by
local folk who had no intention of making it their life work.
Forty dollars a month was about the average salary, but the
teacher did not have to pay much for board and room.
As a whole, these instructors were a faithful group and
made a real effort to impart knowledge to their pupils. It was a
discouraging job because the older children were kept out until
the farm work was finished in the fall and taken out early to
help with the work in the spring. All grades were taught by one
teacher in a single-room school. This made it difficult to
concentrate on the work; it was the common thing for pupils to
be in the same grade for more than one year.
The pupils often came from long distances and brought
their lunches with them. In very cold weather the food would
freeze on the way and often had not thawed out by meal
time-hot lunches at school were unknown at that time. Water
had to be carried from the nearest farm house and the two
pupils selected to make this trip felt that they were especially
honored. The water haulers learned to take a stick of the right
width, drive two nails close together in the center and place the
bale of the pail between the two nails—it made the water much
easier to carry. If the weather was too severe to make the trip,
we melted snow on top of the stove and used that water.
The lyceums would seem rather crude to us now. Few of
those attending were well educated or had much knowledge of
parliamentary law, but we thought that the entertainment was
the best ever. The small clüldren were given pieces to "speak"
and we had many a laugh as they twirled their thumbs, twisted
their dresses, and failed to recall their lines. Then, too, there
were always some who thought they could sing and, although
their voices were untrained, we enjoyed their songs. Caruso
never had a more enthusiastic audience, especially if the
selection was a humorous one. At the end of the program would
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be a debate with two representing each side of the question.
There were heated discussions, too, and tempers occasionally
flared. These meetings were very much appreciated and much
time was spent in their preparation.
For the first few years there were not many musical
instruments in the neighborhood and fewer persons who could
have played them. But Father had picked up a cheap melodeon
somewhere and this was often loaded into a sleigh and made
trips to many places. Whether it was a gathering at some
neighbors, a lyceum, or a spelling bee, the old melodeon went
along and we sang loudly, if not too well, to its accompaniment.
Mother, being the only musician in the community, was much
in demand. The instrument may have been very inferior and
very likely out of tune, but to us none could have been better.
It made the evening pleasant, caused most everyone to forget
his hardship and poverty, and was a lot of fun.
These people were real neighbors, too. There were not
many doctors, the roads were mere trails, and transportation
was slow; so, in sickness, much dependence was placed on good
friends and the family medical books. Einiment was the popular
remedy for all aches and pains, whether of man or beast. No
family was so poor that it did not have one of these books and a
bottle of this medicine. But far more dependence was placed
upon good neighbor women, and they never let us down. If
they lacked sick room knowledge, they made it up in love and
care.
They were at the bedside of the expectant mother, they
attended the sick; they laid out the dead and prepared them for
burial. They did not only the nursing but also the house work.
They would have been insulted to have been offered pay for
this unselfish work. It was a ministry of love. When one helper
went home to rest, another came to take her place. As I look
back now, it seems that these women never tired of doing good.
They would leave their own family to get along as best it could
in order to help a neighbor. The fact is we had more to eat
when there was sickness in our home than at other times
because the neighbors brought in plenty of food.
1 can recall one family who always seemed to have more
than its share of bad luck. They had come into our
neighborhood in a covered wagon. They were extremely poor
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and they had an addition to the family every year. Often they
had hardly enough to eat, but they were always cheerful and I
have never known a family that was happier together.
If I happened to be at their house at meal time, they
always insisted that I stay. There were not enough chairs for all
to sit at the table; so some sat on benches and dry goods boxes
and others stood up to eat. Most of the dishes were cracked and
chipped, but each child ate as if he were at a banquet. If there
were poor crops, theirs was the poorest; if there was sickness in
the neighborhood, they had more than others. Yet nothing
seemed to worry them. Finally, the mother died in childbirth
and they left, as they had come, in a covered wagon.
We were living just a mile away from this family when one
of the worst fires that had ever occurred in that community
started. This was on 31 March 1889. The reasons 1 remember
the date so well are because one of my brothers was born the
day before and because I was blamed for starting it.^ Why, 1
never knew. The facts are that a neighbor woman was taking
care of Mother and I was asleep at the time, as she vouched for.
There was a strong northwest wind and just southeast of the
house was a stack of the slough hay that we twisted and used
for fuel. Mrs. Harmon admitted that she had started a fire in the
cookstove to heat milk for the baby and evidently a spark lit on
the hay stack and started the blaze.
The first thing to go was our straw covered shed and,
although the neighbors gathered quickly to help, there was no
stopping it in such a gale. For miles and miles there was a
blackened trail dotted with burned buildings and destroyed
livestock. It was heartrending considering the financial
condition of the people and the fact that no one carried
insurance in those days. Luckily, no human lives were lost, but
there were some narrow escapes.
One woman saved herself and child by lying down fiat on a
ploughed field and was a nervous wreck. Nearby were the
burning ruins of her home and outbuildings. It was a real
catastrophe for those in the path of the fire; many were just
getting started, and they lost everything. Their blackened homes
were no darker than their future, but their pioneer grit and
6. The son born the day before the fire was Robert Septimus. He was given that
middle name because he was the seventh son.
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determination carried most of them through and soon better
buildings replaced those that were lost.
Whenever we could we bought a barrel of apples for winter
use. The principal varieties were the Northern Spy and Baldwin
from Michigan and the Greening from New York. It was a
family affair to open the barrel and peek inside. On the top
were nice, large beautiful fniit that got smaller and poorer as we
worked downward. 1 still enjoy that apple odor. Apples were
about the only fruit that we had in those days; so you can
imagine how much we enjoyed them.
But there was no lack of wild game. Rabbits were thick,
both the jackrabbit and the cottontail, and we enjoyed eating
them. Prairie chickens were abundant and we often had them
on the table. Ducks and geese were plentiful in the spring and
fall and could be shot easily. If there were hunting laws, no one
paid any attention to them, or else did not know of their
existence. Most of the shotguns were muzzle loaders, and
powder and shot were bought in bulk. There were plenty of old
Civil War muskets, too, but these were so heavy that they were
not much in demand. Then we had the "Zulu" breech loading,
single shot, which used a twelve gauge shell; however, such
ammunition was so expensive that they were not in general use.
We really enjoyed hunting and a lot of it was done. I remember
that the first time I fired a gun I shot and killed a meadow lark,
and when I picked up the bleeding bird, my grief was greater
than the elation of having hit with my first shot. It made a
lasting impression on my young mind and I have never shot at a
song bird since.
A memorable year too was 1888. I believe that it was 12
January of that year that the "Great Blizzard" struck. Mother
and I were not in Dakota at that time, but the old settlers never
tired of talking about it. They said that the morning broke clear
and fair; after the stock had been turned out to feed, the storm
hit with vengeance. The wind suddenly switched to the
northwest and blew a gale; the air became thick with drifting
and failing snow.
Father said that he saw it coming and managed to get the
livestock back into the barn and started for the house. On the
way the snow was so thick that he ran into a hayrack standing
in the yard, being unable to see it. So terrible was the storm
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that many human lives were lost and dead animals were a
common sight. There were many interesting stories of the
suffering in the storm.
Many teachers kept their pupils in the schoolroom all night
and, although their parents did a lot of worrying, they were
safe. Other teachers tied their pupils together with string and
made their way to nearby homes. Unfortunately, the results
were not so good in all cases.
1 recall Father telling about a nearby family named
PhiUips. A teacher in the family got her grandmother to
substitute for her that day and a nephew went with her to drive
the single horse and cutter. After school was over and during
the fury of the storm, they decided to start home. The horse
fioundered through the storm and drifts for some distance and
the drivers decided that they could not make it. Unhitching the
horse, they tumed it loose, tipped over the sleigh and made a
bed underneath with the many robes they had with them. They
got through the night and, although it was stormy the next
morning, the boy decided to try to get help from home. The
grandmother survived with only frost-bitten feet, but they
found the frozen body of the boy a short distance from the
cutter.
There was one incident that might have been tragic, but
turned out rather amusing. It was told of a neighbor family. It
seemed that the husband and wife did not get along very well
together and quarrels were frequent. After the storm had been
raging all day and night, this farmer decided he should go out to
the barn to see how the livestock were doing. He had a ball of
binding twine in the house; so he opened a window and put one
end of the twine out through it. He then went outside, tied one
end of the twine around his body and asked his wife to hold the
ball so he could make his way back to the house. He started out
and had gone some distance when she cut the string. The poor
fellow tried to find his way back and nearly lost his life. It was
only by accident that he ran against the house and was saved.
They were still living together some years afterwards; so they
must have patched it up. The story, however, was stilLbeing
told several years after the storm.
There were no Indians living nearby, but in the summer
they were continually passing our house while going from a
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reservation southwest of us to one near Devils Lake. We could
always tell they were coming even when they were still some
distance away. They drove ponies and noisy wagons and had
numerous skinny dogs, which ranged in every direction looking
for rabbits for food. The man sat on the seat and drove; the
squaw and papooses sat in the bed on the wagon behind. How
they ever stood the jolting in the springiess vehicle I never
knew.
They often camped for the night near us and this was
always especially interesting to us children. When they stopped
the old buck would get out his pipe and light up while the
squaw unhitched the ponies and turned them out to graze. Then
she would haul some poles from the wagon, tie them together at
one end, set them in a circle with the tied end on the top,
stretch a canvas around the poles and there was the tepee. A
hole was left at the top to let the smoke out, but most of the
cooking was done out of doors. They often picked up the
entrails from slaughtered animals along the way, hung them on
strings to sun cure and ate them later. It did not look like very
appetizing food, but they seemed to like it, and they were the
ones to be satisfied.
The Indians were very friendly and seemed to enjoy us as
much as we did them. They were great beggars, however, and
were always asking for bread or some other food; none of which
they intended to pay for. We had no screens on our doors and
they would come in quietly in their moccasins without any
though of knocking. Mother would hear a grunt, look up, and
there would be an Indian waiting and smiling. Doubtless it was
Mother's Uberality with her bread that caused them never to
pass us by.
I recall vividly one of my experiences with Indians. It was
on the Fourth of July in 1888. Wessington Springs was putting
on a celebration and had invited a number of Indians to attend.
They were to give some of their many dances; for pay, the
citizens gave them a cow for meat. They were to kill it in their
own fashion before the crowd and, as you may guess, this was
in a very crude manner. However, we were very much interested
in the procedure.
We children were looking on with wide open mouths while
the animal was being killed and partially skinned. We were
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edging nearer to them, amazed to see them cutting off pieces of
liver and other meat, dipping them into the blood, and eating
them raw. We got much closer than the Indians thought we
should. One of the braves cupped his hand and, with a scooping
motion, scattered blood over all of us. I had a new print suit for
the occasion, the first I could remember having had, and it
seemed to me that it was ruined. My heart was broken and I
disliked Indians for some years afterward.
In the winter of 1890-91 the Indians did give us a scare.
We had had several years of severe droughts and the settlers had
a hard time to exist. By this time we had lost our land by debt,
my older brother had gone back to England to live with an
aunt, and we had moved into a much more lonesome part of the
county."^ Father decided that Mother and I could take care of
the livestock while he went to Aberdeen to try to find work for
the winter. Euckily, it was an open winter and he found a job as
a tender to a brick mason for one dollar a day.
Out at the Pine Ridge Indian Agency there was trouble
with the Indians. Sitting Bull had worked them into a frenzy
with his ghost dances and trouble was brewing. We were a long
way from this agency, but because the winter was mild and free
of snow, it would not be a long trip for them to make with their
ponies. Neighbors got together and decided what they would do
in case the Indians went on the war path and came our way.
Mother and I would go often to a nearby hill and look off in the
direction of Pine Ridge to see if we could notice any dust. The
battle of Wounded Knee did take place with our troops at this
agency, but the Indians did not leave the reservation.
Mother did have one adventure that winter, however. She
had gone to take care of a sick neighbor that day and expected
to be back early. However, she did not get home until late that
evening. When I came home from school, I found no one there;
so I went ahead and did all of the chores. By this time it began
to get dark and 1 had visions of the Indians coming our way.
For some time I kept back the tears, but finally I broke down
7. The original homestead filed on in 1882, was known as Woodruff Ranch.
The second farm consisted of three quarters of land in Jerauld County. It was farmed
by Guy's parents until 1913 when they sold the equipment, moved to Alpena, and
purchased a house. This farm remained in the possession of members of the family
until recently.
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and climbed up into the high, homemade bunk I used for a bed.
In spite of rolling and tossing, I must have gone to sleep because
1 fell out of the bunk, struck my head, and bled profusely.
I wandered about the house trying to stop the bleeding
and leaving a trail of blood. When Mother finally came home
and lit the lamp, she saw those blood tracks and was sure that I
must have been scalped by the Indians. But she soon learned the
cause of it all and hugged me for a long time. With the coming
of spring there came new hopes and our troubles of the winter
were forgotten.
I believe that one of the greatest disappointments of my
life occurred about this time. Glaring posters announced the
coming of a circus to the nearby town of Woonsocket. I had
never seen one. I longed to go, but Father gave me httle
encouragement as money was scarce. Mother, however, brought
out fifteen cents she had put aside for postage and that saved
the day for me. Mother liked to write letters and I shall never
know what a sacrifice that was for her. Father finally agreed
that if I would make the trip alone on Old Ned, as we called our
white horse, he would let me go.
The night before the eventful day I got out the wash tub
and scrubbed myself from head to toe. I did not sleep well that
night, but got up early anyway and brushed and curried Old
Ned until he fairly shone. After helping with the chores, I
dressed in my best clothes. Then I threw a blanket on the horse
for a saddle, put on the bridle and, with a kiss from Mother and
a wave from Father, started off for Woonsocket and the circus.
1 was the happiest boy in the world.
When 1 reached the show grounds, they were getting ready
for the parade. The highly decorated wagons, gay costumes, and
fine horses were grander than my highest imagination. 1 had
already taken the bridle off Ned. hobbled him, and turned him
out to graze. Then I, with many other boys, followed the
clown's cart through the town. The show was a small affair, but
it was immense to me.
After what seemed ages, the opening of the circus was
announced and I started for the ticket wagon with my fifteen
cents clutched firmly in my hand. I handed it up to the ticket
seller and my world fell about me. He asked for ten cents more.
Sadly, but holding back my tears, I put the money in my
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pocket. I found Old Ned, put on the blanket and bridle, and
slowly made my way back home. No one could ever have a
blacker day than that one seemed to me. 1 have seen many large
circuses since then, but none have given me the thrill that 1
believe that unseen circus of my youth would have given.
To make a trip to Huron some twenty miles away was a
real event. It was a long journey to make with a farm team and
wagon. We would plan for it weeks in advance. There was not
much sleep the night before because we had to get up long

The Cook family in 1918 on a summer outing to Lake Huron.
Left to right are Guy; Ruth, his daughter;
John, his father; Robert S., his brother; Lillie, his sister;
Mae. his sister; and Mary, his mother.

before daybreak to get the cows milked and turned out to
pasture. Then the horses had to be fed; we put additional hay in
the wagon box and some grain in a sack for them. Mother
would put up a lunch for all of us as we could not afford to buy
a meal. Before the sun came up, we were on our way.
When we reached Huron, we would locate an empty lot,
unhitch the team, and tie the horses to the wagon so that they
could eat the hay. At noon we would come back, give them
their feed, and eat our own lunch in the shade of the wagon. We
were not accustomed to walking on the hot wooden sidewalks.
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but we kept going in spite of our burning feet, thrilled by the
sights. When we started home, we children would lie down on
the bottom of the wagon box and, though it was rough and
jolting, soon fall asleep. Although we had had no money to
spend on ourselves, we had had a great day and were tired out.
A few years later I was to live in Huron, or rather on a
farm one and one half miles north of town. Dick Clark owned
the place and, as he had come over from England with Father, it
did not seem at all lonesome. He had offered me the chance to
work for my board and room and go to school in town. I recall
that I went to the Utah Street school and was in the eighth
grade. It was a long way to walk night and moming, but I did
not mind it because I wanted an education.
However, when he said that I would work for my board
and room, he meant just that. It was my job to take care of the
cattle and hogs. To do that I had to get up long before
daybreak; but in spite of storms and cold weather, I never
missed a school day all winter. At Christmas Mr. Clark gave me
a new overcoat with a small velvet collar. How I admired it-the
first new overcoat that I had ever owned. When I wore it to
school, I could not understand why no one said anything about
my new coat. Now I know that they, unlike me, were
accustomed to new clothes.
Mr. Clark, in addition to his farming, was a cattle dealer
and this was a time that folks were beginning to get interested
in milking cows. He would make occasional trips to Minnesota,
buy up dairy cattle, and bring them back to sell to local people.
Often the cows he purchased were giving milk and it was my job
to milk these during the time he kept them for sale.
It is customary, or it was then, for dairymen to get dd of
their hard milking and kicking cows, and sometimes my job was
a hard one. I recall one particular case. He had just returned
from a buying trip with one of the worst kicking cows I had
ever seen. She was so bad that we had a surcingle that we
buckled tightly around her belly to keep her from kicking. It
was a cold morning and I suppose that I was not as careful as I
should have been. When I tried to put on the belt, she kicked
me hard. It came so suddenly and with such force that my
temper flared; 1 got hold of a milking stool and was giving her a
good going over when Mr. Clark appeared.
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He told me in no uncertain language that that was no way
to treat a milking cow and said that she should be treated
gently. I replied by telling him to try her himself. It put him in
a position where he couldn't very well back down. He picked up
the surcingle and with a soft "so Boss! so. Boss!" started for
her. When he got close, she hit him with her right foot and
struck him again with the left before he sat down in the muck
and filth.
He forgot how a milking cow should be treated, grabbed a
large club, and went after her far harder than I had done. I did
not say a word, neither did he to me, but I am certain that he
must have heard my inward chuckle. It is strange what
satisfaction one gets out of such circumstances; I really enjoyed
it.
Farm work was hard in those days as all of the equipment
was walking machinery. About the only kind that had seats
were a binder, mower, and rake. Tractors were not even
dreamed of and one would have been considered a sissy to ride
anyway. Ox teams were common and made faithful animals in
cool weather. They were usually worked in pairs with a yoke
across the necks of both and a bow coming up from underneath
going about their necks and fastening in the yoke. A chain was
fastened to tliis yoke in the center trailed between the animals
and was hitched to whatever they were to pull.
Ox teams had no bridles or lines and were guided by the
driver calling "Gee" if the turn was to be to the right and
"Haw" if to the left. They usually obeyed these commands
promptly, but occasionally they had to be reinforced by a cut
from a long whip carried by the teamster. The oxen pulled
heavy loads, required little grain, and needed little hay—earning
their own living by grazing. In hot weather, however, they were
not so good. They panted heavily, let their tongues hang out for
their full length, and left a trail of froth along their path. After
a few years the oxen were replaced with horses, but they had
served the country well.
Threshing in the early days was an important event—but
hard work. We liked to be asked to exchange work with a
neighbor because we knew that we would have a good time.
Those early rigs were driven by horse power. 1 drove one of
these for two falls. Six or seven teams were hitched to long
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sweeps bound together with equalizer chains. Gears were
attached to these sweeps and the power conveyed to the grain
separator by means of tumbling rods.
The driver determined the speed of the teams by means of
the sound of the separator gears. After some experience this was
easily distinguished. There were no self-feeders at this time and,
if the grain was bound in bundles, a boy stood on each of the
steps at the front of the separator and cut the strings as the
bundles passed before him on the tables. Then he pushed the
grain along to the feeder who, by an underhand motion, raised
the butts enough that the cylinder sucked the straw into the
machine heads first.
There were no elevators to convey the threshed grain into
the wagon box; a man either put it into sacks direct from the
spout or measured it by half bushels and put the grain into the
box himself. Two half bushel measures were used so that one
was being filled while the other was being emptied. When full,
the measure was drawn through a box so that it hit a lever and
thus tallied the half bushels threshed.
The most disliked job in threshing was stacking the straw.
There were no blowers such as we have today; instead the straw
was conveyed by a web belt over a twelve-or fourteen-foot
carrier. The older boys were usually chosen to stack the straw as
they did not have nerve enough to refuse the job. Two or three
persons were assigned to this work; the number depended upon
how good the stack was to be made and how much straw was to
be put in it. On a quiet day or when the wind was blowing from
the machine, the terrible dust would smart the eyes and often
cause a rash on the body.
At meal times we forgot all of the discomforts. The crews
were boarded by the farmer for whom the threshing was done
and several neighbor women came in to help with the cooking.
The women vied with one another to see who could put up the
best food. No matter how poor the farmer might be, there was
no skimping of food at threshing time. Beef, pork, and ham
might be on the table at the same time; there were vegetables of
all sorts, jellies and jams, and pies of several different kinds.
The tables were piled high with the best that could be had.
You helped yourself from bountiful dishes. It was expected that
you would take more than one piece of pie-and you usually

Copyright © 1976 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

They Went West

303

did. The owner of the threshing machine soon came to know
who were the best cooks and who served the best meals and had
no hesitancy in saying so. Threshing was hard dusty work, but
we liked it. We enjoyed sitting in the shade after a meal, too,
and listening to the stories the men told-they were not always
decent, but interesting.
Although it was a wheat country, there was a lot of poor
bread in those days, not because the grain raised was inferior,
but rather because there was nothing known of protein contents
and its effect upon the flour. Of course the mixing of wheat for
uniformity was also unknown. Obtaining the year's supply of
fiour was simple. Early in the morning of the day we were to go
to the mill we would load up as many sacks of wheat as we
thought would be necessary.
Our closest flour mill was at Woonsocket and we went
there once a year for that purpose. When we arrived, we would
unload the grain at the mill and then go downtown to do our
shopping. When we returned, the percentage of flour we were to
get was in the sacks that we had brought and a tag with our
name on it was attached. The bran was in some and the
middlings or shorts were in still others. The miller had held out
enough grain to pay for his milling charges-it was so much
flour in exchange for so much of a certain grade of wheat. If we
had some shelled corn on hand, we took that along and got our
year's supply of cornmeal in the same way.
We had a lot of fun in those days; at least, it seemed so to
us. Many dances were held on winter evenings in homes of
neighbors and we were ail expected to go. There were many
jokes played on others-jokes that might seem poor to us now,
but sounded pretty good to us then. I remember one particular
instance during threshing. One of our neighbors felt that he
must have his liquor, but he did not want to share it with
others. He would buy alcohol by the gallon, which was not very
expensive. Then each day he would mix some of it with water,
put the mixture in a light-colored stone jug, and bring it with
him.
When he thought no one was looking, he would hide it
under a shock of grain and every once in a while would go and
have a drink-keeping his hay rack between him and the
machine. One day one of the machine tenders saw him hide his
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jug. It happened that he had a similar jug that he used for
machine oil. He cleaned the jug so there was no show of oil on
the outside and then exchanged the containers. The owner of
the hquor soon afterward decided that it was time for a drink;
he drove up to the shock, quickly threw the jug over the crook
of his arm, and took a swig. Too late he discovered his mistake.
He spat and sputtered after he had taken his drink of oil, but
never mentioned the matter; he knew what had been done.
Then there was the time that I considered I was old
enough to smoke. The neighbor boys and I had made pipes out
of corn cobs with reeds for stems and in these we smoked com
silk and got so that we could make real smoke rings. We also cut
into pieces some broken rattan buggy whips and found these
good, except that they sometimes bumed our tongues. But we
began to feel that we should have real tobacco to smoke. One
evening we went to town and bought some very cheap cigars.
We did not Ught them up until we neared home; then we went
right to bed and felt no ill effects—the unburned stubs were put
away for future use.
The next morning I took the cattle and horses out to the
school section where I was to stay all day to herd them. I can
see it now; we had had a very heavy dew and the grass was
sopping wet. Turning my riding horse loose, I climbed up on a
big rock and ht up. Great clouds of smoke rose above me as I
puffed at the cigar heavily. I thought that I had really arrived at
manhood.
Suddenly I began to feel sick and was soon so dizzy that I
could not stand up. The earth seemed to revolve about me as I
rolled in the wet grass. My clothes were soaked. I threw away
my lunch so that Mother would not know that I had not eaten
it. I had no desire for food anyway.
It has been a lot of fun recaUing those early days in Dakota
and I hope many who lived there then will read this. Those
experiences made very deep impressions on me; some that 1 will
never forget. 1 recall how Father was accustomed to seed out
the sloughs by hand when they had been too wet to seed with
machinery. He would tie the two ends of a grain sack with rope,
put some seed into it and then throw the bag over his shoulders
with the open end toward his right hand.
His movements were rhythmic. Every time he stepped with
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his left leg he would thrust his hand into the sack and grasp a
hand full of seed; then when he made a step with his right leg he
would scatter the grain in front of him by a throw of his hand. I
often made these trips with him and watched, with much
interest, this method of seeding. I thought that I would like to
try it myself. One day I found a small bag and hid it in my
blouse; after he was some distance away, I fixed my sack ashe
had done his.
I tried hard to make my short legs reach the same distance
his did so that I could walk in his tracks. Father happened to
turn, saw me, and asked what I was doing. I told him that I was
trying to walk in his footsteps and do just what he was doing. I
little realized the true meaning of what I had said. I may have
failed to live and measure up to the grit and persistence those
early settlers displayed, but they have been a real inspiration to
me and I am glad to have known them.
The day of the pioneer has passed, never to return, and
there are only a few of us left to tell of their experiences. It
may be that the story of their life has become exaggerated with
the passing of time, but to me this does not seem possible. They
were a hardy race, those eady settlers, filled with courage and
ambition, having supreme faith in their future. They had their
discouragements and the weaker ones gave up the struggle and
returned to their former homes. A few quit because of
conditions over which they had no control. Most of them,
however, stayed on and built up homes for the rest of us.
In small cemeteries dotting the countryside here and there
are granite stones bearing their names and the dates of their
births and deaths, but telling nothing of their struggles to make
a new home in a new country. Over their graves blow the same
hot winds of summer and the icy blasts of winter that they
experienced in life, but they silently sleep on. They were the
pioneers, the early settlers of the Dakotas.
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