
Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
1 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
2 

 

 

BBeessss  
 

 

 

AA  NNoovveell  AAbboouutt  aa  PPiioonneeeerr  WWoommaann''ss  

CCoouurraaggee,,  GGrriitt  aanndd  LLoovvee  
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Charles Cranston Jett 
 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
3 

Chapter One 

 

The train lurched when the steam engine started to move. The single 

passenger car was not too crowded and the wooden seats with the thin cloth 

covered and tattered cushions made riding uncomfortable.  The rail car 

smelled of coal smoke and men who probably hadn't taken a bath for days or 

maybe weeks and the incessant clickity clack noise of the train as the train 

picked up a little speed began to get hypnotic.  It was Monday, April 5, 1908 

and I had just turned twenty one years of age.  I was heading to western 

North Dakota to homestead - alone and on my own. 

 

I felt well prepared for my adventure ahead - preparation that began when I 

was very young.  I grew up in a small white farmhouse near Cando, North 

Dakota on the southwest side of a small hill where, if there wasn't any fog, 

you could barely see the new grain elevator in town to the southwest.  There 

was a small stream on the edge of our farm and it flowed south toward Lake 

Alice about six miles away.  I always enjoyed the smell of the fresh cut 

straw after the harvest and liked dropping small straws of wheat into the 

little stream and imagining them sailing over the slow rippling water all the 

way to the lake and maybe even to Devils Lake further south.   
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The wheat from the other farms nearby had just been cut and threshed, and 

papa worked long hours in town where he ran the new grain elevator - the 

place where farmers brought their wheat to sell after harvest.  This was 

always the busiest time of year for him and he seldom arrived home from 

work until about eight o'clock in the evening when my mother would feed 

him supper.   

 

The leaves on the few trees were still green, but you could see the 

beginnings of the color changes and that fall was not too far away.  The flat 

plains and small fields around the farm were the light tan color of the wheat 

straw and the cloudless sky of the early evening was a beautiful blue.  It was 

a very pretty sight. 

 

Cando, North Dakota was founded a few years earlier and named for the 

"can do" spirit of the early pioneers.  We came to Cando in 1894 from 

Northfield, Minnesota because of the new grain elevator that had been built 

to store the farmers' wheat.  Papa was the general manager of the grain 

elevator. 
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To the south of the farm you could see the flat plain rich with crops and a 

few houses and barns of the other small farms.  Most of the farmers and the 

people around here were from Norway or Sweden, but mama and papa said 

that our family originally came from Scotland.  That was probably why 

many of the farmers seemed to sound funny to me when they spoke - not 

like mama or papa.  I had always called my mother and father "mama" and 

"papa," and I always would simply because that's who they were. 

 

Mama reminded me that high school would be starting in a couple of weeks 

and I was looking forward to my senior year.  The high school in Cando was 

small and wasn't very old, but it was special.  We only had ten students in 

my class but I knew all of them and was looking forward to seeing the new 

freshmen entering the high school with the "big kids" with their eyes wide 

open.   

 

I was an only child and tall for my age.  Papa said I was pretty because of 

my light brown hair, blue eyes, and slightly freckled nose, but I didn't 

believe him.  He treated me more like a son and gave me many chores to do 

around the farm.  I had to take care of fifty sheep that we kept in the small 

lower pasture near the lake - easy to do except around lambing time in the 
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spring when the ewes were having their lambs.  Sometimes I would have to 

get up as early as three o'clock in the morning to check for new lambs.  It 

was also a lot of work around shearing time when old man Lambert would 

help papa shear the sheep so papa could sell the wool.   

 

Mama gave me the tasks of looking after the chickens and maintaining the 

chicken coop.  We had thirty hens and one rooster, and I collected the eggs 

each day so that papa could take them into Cando to sell when the egg crate 

was full. 

 

The boys in school called me a "tom boy" because I was tall and stronger 

than most of them.  They knew that I did a lot of chores on the farm and they 

teased me about it.  I didn't feel comfortable wearing dresses and never did 

when I was doing work around the barn, shed and pastures and there were 

many times that I wished that I were a boy instead of a girl.  I had only two 

girl friends and they liked to play with their dolls - something that never 

interested me and seemed as a silly pass time for someone in their teens.   

They also liked to talk about boys - who they liked and who they didn't like -  

but that didn't interest me either.  They didn't seem to have to do the kind of 

work that I had to do around the farm because they lived in town and 
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because "they were girls."  I was rather proud of myself because I could do 

things just like the boys.  In fact, I thought that I could do things better than 

the boys and I believed I thought like a boy. 

 

Mama taught me how to cook and I could cook most anything except for 

making pies and baking bread.  I knew how to pluck chickens and the 

occasional pheasants that papa managed to shoot now and then and how to 

cut them up for frying.  Mama had a special way to cook pheasant slowly so 

the meat wasn't tough and she always put together some mix of spices that 

we would buy from the Watkins products man who stopped by the farm 

about every month or so.   

 

We had a sheep dog whose name was Buck and he was always helpful to me 

when I had to bring the sheep in to the shed especially in the winter.  Buck 

was black with a couple of white patches around his neck and his face had 

some golden color which made him a very pretty dog.  He was friendly and 

very smart because he naturally knew how to herd sheep and responded to 

me when I would tell him what to do.  Papa said that he was some sort of 

collie - a natural sheepdog.  He was my best friend. 
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I had finished my chores and collected about two dozen eggs when I heard  

horses - papa was arriving from town.  He always took the open wagon 

buckboard to town when he went to the grain elevator because he sometimes 

would bring supplies home.   

 

My papa, Giles Parker, was a soft-spoken man and had always been very 

kind to me.  He wore rimless glasses, his dark black hair with a few grey 

streaks was carefully combed, he had a ruddy complexion and had a neatly 

trimmed mustache.  His teeth were slightly stained from the pipe that he 

seemed to smoke continuously or from chewing tobacco and always had a 

hearty laugh.   

 

He was a strong, burly man whose work involved physical labor and stood 

about five feet ten inches in height.  His rough calloused hands were the 

result of not wearing gloves - he hated gloves - and his fingernails were 

usually dirty.  Mama made him clean them before she allowed him to sit 

down at the supper table.   He was not overweight, a bit stocky, perhaps, but 

he said it was because he enjoyed the good food that mama always cooked.  

He particularly liked her home made bread and pies.   
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As he pulled up in front of the house, I could see that he had brought home 

some supplies.  There were two large sacks of flour as well as a basket of 

apples and two large bottles of milk which he always brought home from the 

creamery.  I always liked it when he asked me to help unload the wagon. 

 

He called me "my Bessie" - my name was really Elizabeth and most of my 

friends called me "Bess."  But to papa I was his helper and, although I think 

he would have preferred that I had been a boy, treated me very well.  I loved 

doing things for him and always wanted to be like him with no aspirations of 

being just a little girl.  But I didn't want to be a grain elevator operator.  I 

wanted to be a farmer. 

 

"Hi there, my Bessie!" he said loudly as he stopped the wagon sharply, 

jumped off and tied up the horse to the post in front of the house.  "Give me 

a hand?  Got some apples for Nellie.  Put 'em in the root cellar." 

 

We had a root cellar on the south side of the house which was used to keep 

food supplies cool in the summer and at a steady humidity.  In the winter it 

provided protection from freezing sometimes, but last winter a few of 

mama's canned tomatoes froze and broke their glass containers.  The cellar 
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had stairs leading down to a door and inside the cellar were several shelves 

which we used to store things that needed to be kept cool.  I grabbed the 

basket of bright red apples and took them down to the cellar and placed them 

in an open space on the second shelf to the right of the door.   Then I 

grabbed one, took a bite, and went back to the wagon.  Papa had gone inside 

the house to see mama. 

 

I took the two sacks of flour, one sack at a time, into the house where mama 

and papa were talking in the kitchen.  The house was small and had been 

built by the previous owners almost twenty years ago.  It was painted white, 

had a small front porch and inside on the ground floor were four rooms - a 

living room, dining room, kitchen and a single bedroom where mama and 

papa slept.   

 

The house was neatly furnished, but wasn't fancy like Doc Johnson's house 

in town or like some of the pictures mama showed me in a magazine and in 

the Sears Roebuck catalog.  The interior was painted a light shade of blue 

with white trim and the windows had lace curtains made from materials 

mama bought in Cando.  The living room had a sofa, a rather large fireplace 

which always made us thankful during the harsh North Dakota winters, two 
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chairs, two kerosene lamps on two small tables and an upright piano.  Mama 

had brought the piano to Cando when we moved here three years ago from 

Northfield, Minnesota and it had been given to her by her mother.  On the 

floor there was a large rag rug which mama had made after we moved into 

the house. 

 

The dining room had a relatively large table with another kerosene lamp in 

the middle and a cabinet at the end by the entrance to the living room where 

mama kept her dishes.  We ate all our meals there and it was always fun 

sitting and talking with mama and papa. 

 

The house had a second floor where there were two small bedrooms - one of 

which was mine.  Much like the rest of the house, the furnishings in my 

room were plain with a bed, dresser, small table with a lamp and a tiny 

closet which was sufficient for my needs.  The other bedroom which was 

rarely used had a single bed, a small dresser, a table, and a small closet.   

 

Mama's kitchen was special to her.  She had a new coal fired stove with a 

big oven.  There was no kitchen table, but there was a large sink and a long 
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counter with two cabinets with two doors that opened into storage cabinets 

where she kept her cooking utensils. 

 

Mama was a petite woman, just over five feet tall and was a bit plump - 

probably because she liked to taste the food as she was cooking.  Her name 

was Nellie and she was pretty - always wearing a nice long dress with her 

dark red hair put up in a pony tail.  She always wore an apron and seemed to 

be perpetually busy.   

 

She had made a pot roast with freshly dug potatoes, carrots and onions from 

our garden and cooked them with the meat slowly in a cast iron pot in the 

oven.  The house was filled with the pleasant smell of the coming dinner and 

if you weren’t hungry when you came into the house, you certainly would be 

by the time you experienced what mama had done. 

 

I set the table and could hear mama and papa as they talked about Alvin and 

Jesse Hanson who had decided to pack up and go to the western part of the 

state to homestead.  I could tell that homesteading interested papa, but he 

was happy as a miller at the new grain elevator. 
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“Alvin and Jesse can do it,” he said.  “They don’t have any children and are 

young.  They’ll need all the energy they can find to make it out there.”  

Mama nodded in agreement. 

 

“What is homesteading?” I asked? 

 

“Homesteading is when the government gives you 160 acres for free,” said 

papa.  “But you have to live on the land for five years and prove that you can 

make a go of it.  It's called "proving up."  If you can prove up on your land, 

as the say, you can have it for free.  It’s yours forever.” 

 

“It’s free?” I asked.   

 

“Well,” said papa, “nothing is ever really free, but if you work hard on the 

land, your reward is that the land will eventually be yours.” 

 

“Sounds like a lot of work,” I said.  It actually sounded very attractive to me, 

knowing that if you just did the kinds of things that we did here on the farm, 

you could actually own the property.  I wondered where I could find out 

some more information about homesteading.  There was a new library in 
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town and maybe they had something about the homesteading process.  I 

didn’t say anything about it, but put it on my mental list of things to do after 

school started. 

 

“Irene and Ernie Grimes just opened a retail store in town, Bessie,” said 

mama, “maybe you can work there after you finish school.” 

 

“Yes, mama,” I replied.  But that didn’t appeal to me at all.  Papa looked at 

me and smiled.  I knew he understood what I was thinking.  

 

“You like farming, don’t you, Bessie,” said papa.  “You’ve been doing it 

ever since you were little.  You’re good at it.” 

 

That made me grin and I couldn’t hide my pleasure with what papa had just 

said.  “Oh yes,” I blurted out with enthusiasm.   

 

Mama got up from the table, cleared off the dishes and brought three small 

plates and a freshly baked apple pie.  She always put a little rum in the pie 

with raisins, and it was papa’s favorite.  Mine, too  It was still warm and 
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mama passed around the rum and butter sauce which she always made for 

the pie.  I took a liberal amount – it made the pie delicious.   

 

We ate the pie in silence.  I knew that mama understood that I wasn’t the 

typical little girl who was seeking some sort of quiet family life.  She had 

asked me on different occasions why I wasn’t interested in some of the boys 

who lived around here and would occasionally drop by the house with some 

sort of excuse, but really to see me.  If I heard them coming down the lane, I 

would sometimes sneak away to my secret place in the straw pile so I 

wouldn't be found.  I was tending the sheep and was busy, mama would tell 

them, and maybe then they would go away.  I never told her how I actually 

felt because I thought it might upset her.  I just wasn’t attracted to boys.  

Maybe I would be later.  Maybe not.  I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. 

 

After dinner I went out, called Buck, and we went down to the pasture to 

bring in the sheep to the corral for the night.  That’s what I really liked to do. 

 

After I had put the sheep in the corral, I fed Maggie, papa's horse, and then 

went over to the large straw pile by the barn where I had dug a little cave 

hideout where I could crawl inside to think.  Homesteading.  I wanted to 
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learn more about it because it sounded like something I wanted to do, but I 

didn’t know where to start. After about half an hour I went back to the 

house, went inside, kissed mama and papa goodnight and went upstairs to 

my room.   

 

I opened my window to let in the fresh air and laid in my bed for what might 

have been a couple of hours before falling to sleep.  The sound of the 

crickets was pleasing to me and whenever I looked toward the open window, 

I could see the stars in the clear black sky to the west.  I wondered what it 

was like out west.  I couldn’t get homesteading out of my mind. 

 

I always liked horses and when papa brought Patches home when I was eight 

years old I couldn't hide my enthusiasm.  We already had one horse, Maggie, 

but papa used her mostly to pull the buggy.  Patches was different.  Papa 

brought her home so I could learn how to ride. 

 

"Now you got a big job, my Bessie," papa told me with a grin.  The delight 

on his face was memorable and I knew that buying a horse was a burden for 

him because we never really had much money to spare.  "You won't need 
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Patches to herd the sheep," he said.  "She's yours to learn how to ride and 

take care of her along with Maggie." 

 

I ran to him and gave him a big hug and couldn't hold back the tears in my 

eyes.  "Thanks, papa!  Can I lead her to the barn?" 

 

"Sure, my Bessie," he said as he handed me the reins.  "Stick her in the stall 

by Maggie." 

 

I looked at Patches and she gazed at me with not much interest.  She seemed 

very gentle and I slowly started walking toward the barn with her.  She 

followed obediently.   

 

There were two stalls in the barn and dad's horse, Maggie, occupied the one 

closest to the barn door with the floor in the stalls covered with fresh straw.  

In front of each stall was a wooden chute that connected to the haymow on 

the second floor of the barn where we pitched the hay down to the stall 

below.   
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One late afternoon when papa came home early from the grain elevator in 

town he told me he wanted to shoot some pheasants and wanted me to help.  

I had shot guns before, but this time papa want me to be the one to bring in 

the pheasants. 

 

I wasn't afraid of guns and papa had taken me down to the lower end of the 

pasture many times to practice shooting at tin cans he would set up on a 

post.  We had two shotguns, a high powered Winchester 30-30 repeating 

rifle, and a Colt revolver.   

 

Papa was an excellent instructor when it came to shooting.  "The trick, my 

Bessie, is to always focus on the gun sights.  Line 'em up so your eyes are 

focused sharply on 'em - not on the target.  Sights must be crystal clear in 

your eyes and the target should be somewhat of a blur because it's far away.  

If the sights are lined up perfectly with the blurred target in front, you can't 

miss." 

 

Papa's advice was good and when I followed it, even with the revolver, I 

could generally hit exactly where I had aimed.  If the target was far away, he 

told me to aim slightly higher than the target because the bullet would tend 
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to fall somewhat during the course of its trajectory.  The further away the 

target is, he told me, the higher you aim.  "You have to get a feel for your 

gun," he said.  "That's why we practice." 

 

Papa was proud of me because I became pretty good in hitting the targets 

most of the time.  But shooting a pheasant that had been flushed and was 

flying was a different matter.  He told me that I should still focus on the 

sights, but lead the bird by a few feet - aim ahead of the bird.  He explained 

that when shooting a shotgun, the pellets would spread out and cover a 

larger area and the bird, if you aimed ahead of it slightly, would literally fly 

right into them.  The only way to practice this was to actually hunt birds. 

 

Papa went into the house and brought out the shotgun and we went down 

beyond the lower pasture into the brush not far from the lake.  He loaded the 

shotgun and gave it to me.  "Hold the rifle steady and be prepared to lift it, 

aim and shoot when the birds begin to fly," he said.  "You only have one 

shot, my Bessie, so take your time and get a good aim before you pull the 

trigger.  Don't wait too long, though, because pheasants fly pretty fast and if 

you don't get a shot off quickly, it'll be too late." 
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We walked slowly through the brush toward the lake and it didn't take long 

before I heard a rustle ahead of me and two pheasants quickly rose up flying 

toward my right.  I was so excited that I pulled the shotgun up to fire, but 

took too much time aiming and by the time I pulled the trigger, they were 

too far away.  I had missed and wasted a shot. 

 

"That's all right, my Bessie," papa said.  "You'll get used to this.  Let's keep 

trying."  We turned slightly to our left and began walking slowly through the 

brush.  Within a few minutes I heard another rustle and a single pheasant 

began flying to my left.  I pulled the shotgun up to my shoulder, aimed 

quickly, and fired.  Again I missed and papa chuckled.  "It takes practice, my 

Bessie.  Here, I'll show you."  Papa took the shotgun from me, reloaded it, 

and we began to walk again, this time to our right. 

 

Within five minutes I heard another rustle to our right and two pheasants 

rose up flying directly away from us.  Papa raised the shotgun and fired 

within two seconds and one of the birds dropped.  It looked so easy.  Over 

the course of the next few years, papa eventually let me hunt the pheasants 

on my own and I learned to be an excellent shot.  He was right.  It takes 

practice. 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
21 

 

Papa let me practice shooting the revolver and I can't explain why, but I 

found it very easy to just line up the sites, shoot, and hit the target nearly 

every time.  He told me that most people have difficulty hitting anything 

with a revolver because they don't aim properly or jerk the gun before they 

fire.  He taught me how to hold the revolver with two hands, "Only way to 

do it and hit anything," he said, and it was no problem for me.  By the time I 

was sixteen years old, I was an excellent marksman with the revolver. 

 

Along with teaching me how to shoot, papa gave me tips on how to ride a 

horse, too, and I found Patches pretty easy to ride if I did what he said. "Sit 

on your sit bones," he said.  "Keep your back straight and your shoulders 

even and straight. Keep the stirrups on the ball of your foot and keep your 

toes up.  Keep your hands straight, always ahead of the saddle horn, and 

hold the reins lightly with your pinky on the outside."  He told me those 

things so many times that they became automatic.  I eventually became a 

very good rider and felt confident all the time.   

 

I think Patches knew that I had learned how to ride.  She was gentle, obeyed 

commands, and liked to run around the pasture.  It was good exercise for her 
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- and for me.  It was not difficult for me to get her to run - just a slight nudge 

with my feet and off she would go sometimes in a trot but most of the time 

in a full gallop.   

 

In the lower pasture there was an old log that wasn't very big, but presented 

a slight barrier for her which she always met with confidence.  She could 

jump easily, but I never tried to have her jump anything higher than that old 

log. 

 

While I didn't need her to herd the sheep - Buck was an excellent sheep 

herder - I did on occasion saddle her up and head down to round them up 

from the lower pasture.  Patches seemed to know what to do and easily 

obeyed commands to walk slowly from side to side - and, if an old ewe 

became frisky and started to bolt, it was easy to get Patches to gallop around 

her and slowly bring her back to the small herd.  I imagined what it would be 

like to have a very large herd - Patches would be ideal. 

 

From the time I was eight years old I was helping papa on the farm and he 

paid me to help him.  Not much, that's for sure, but I learned that if you work 

hard accomplish your tasks, you can get paid for what you do.  I always 
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saved whatever I was paid and papa taught me how to put my money in the 

bank to keep it safe.  "Saving your money early is important, my Bessie," he 

said.  "You'll need it some day."  I always thought he knew that I wanted to 

do something on my own and wanted me to be prepared if I decided to 

venture out on my own.   

 

After I graduated from high school, Papa gave me the responsibility for 

running the farm while he worked at the elevator.   It was a full time job and 

the work was hard, but I loved it.  This is what I wanted to do with my life, I 

thought.  He paid me forty dollars a month which was much more than I 

could have made working at the Grimes store in Cando.  I had been saving 

all of my money since papa started paying me for working and had saved 

over fifteen hundred dollars by the time I was ready to leave for my 

adventure in the west.  That amount could sustain me for at least three years 

and maybe more if I succeeded with my homesteading dream. 
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Chapter Two 

 

Finally, in early April 1908 I was ready to leave.  I knew it would be 

difficult leaving mama and papa because this would be my first time away 

from home for a long time - for how long I did not know.  There were others 

on the farm to whom I would have difficulty bidding farewell as well.  

Patches and Buck.  When I left I knew that the only thing I would have 

would be my fond memories. 

 

Patches was my loyal friend for about twelve years from the time papa 

brought her home to the time I left for the west.  I wish that I could have 

taken her with me - but that was impossible.  I think she knew I was leaving 

and whinnied slightly - sort of a gentle quiet neigh as I rubbed her neck, 

touched her soft velvety nose, and hugged her.   

 

Buck was easier because he was always smiling at me in a happy dog-like 

sort of way.  I scratched his back, rubbed his head and ears, and hugged him 

as he wagged his tail as he seemed to be laughing.  I hoped that was all an 

act because I would miss him.  "Bye, Buck," I said.  He looked at me and 
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then barked.  I think that maybe he thought we were going to herd the sheep 

and that made me smile. 

 

I had packed two small leather trunks and a rusty red canvas suitcase with 

the things that I knew I would need.  I had carefully sewn my money in a 

hidden pocket in my canvas bag to ensure that it would be as safe as 

possible.  My wardrobe included only two dresses and those were rather 

plain.  Mostly I had included work clothes – loose slacks, warm shirts, two 

warm coats, comfortable work shoes, undergarments, some writing supplies, 

and, of course, my rifle, shotgun and  revolver which papa had taught me to 

use as a child.  The guns were in the bottom of the larger trunk where they 

would be safe.  They would be needed not only for protection in the months 

and maybe years ahead, but also to kill some game – maybe ducks and 

pheasants or perhaps a deer or antelope. 

 

Papa and I left home shortly before the sun came up in the buggy to travel to 

Leeds from our farm in Cando, North Dakota a few miles away because the 

end of the new Northern Pacific rail line was in Leeds.  Thankfully the road 

was not muddy and we arrived at the train station about an hour before the 
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train was scheduled to depart giving us plenty of time for papa to unload my 

things and to exchange our farewells before he headed back to Cando. 

 

I suppose you really couldn't call the train station in Leeds a depot.  It was a 

little unpainted shack beside a graveled path near the tracks.  It consisted of 

two small rooms and in the corner of one room was a table where you could 

buy your ticket when the agent was there which was only once every other 

day in the morning.  There were only two windows in the shack besides the 

window in the front door and each of them had window shades that were 

torn.   

 

The train from Leeds to Jamestown was mainly intended to haul wheat from 

the Leeds grain elevator down to Jamestown.  They carried passengers, too, 

in one passenger car hitched on to the end of the train.  When I went into the 

little shack to purchase my ticket, the agent seemed a bit angry about 

something and asked me gruffly, “Where’s your husband, young lady?”  I 

guess he thought that a single young woman buying a ticket wasn’t normal 

or something.  I just smiled at him and said, “Just the ticket please.  To 

Dickinson.  One way.” 
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He looked at me again, muttered something to himself, and gave me the 

ticket.  “I can give you a ticket to Jamestown only.  You’ll have to get the 

one to Dickinson there, you know.  Be careful, miss,” he said, this time with 

a smile.  I smiled back at him and nodded without making any comment.  

 

About half a dozen other people were waiting for the train to arrive from 

Jamestown.  Leeds was the last stop on the line and the train would be at the 

station just long enough to turn around the engine and reconnect it at the 

other end of the train for the return trip.  

 

The train station was located at the northern edge of town near a cluster of 

cottonwood trees which had not yet started to release their spring load of 

cotton seeds that floated on the breeze like large snowflakes.  To the west of 

the shack was a little clearing with a lot of lumber and piles of what looked 

like debris and I quickly realized that they were in the process of starting to 

build some sort of new train depot.  All of us stayed on the graveled 

walkway between the small depot shack and the tracks and I didn’t venture 

far away because of the mud from two days of light spring rain.  There were 

mud puddles everywhere and the last thing I needed on the train was to be 

caked with sticky North Dakota mud on a long trip.  



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
28 

 

 

The train slowly chugged into the station from Jamestown without any 

fanfare and after it stopped, they uncoupled the engine to turn it around for 

the trip back to Jamestown.  The ticket agent loaded my two trunks as well 

as the other passengers’ luggage and trunks onto the forward end of the 

passenger car which looked to be  very old -  probably more than thirty years 

old and made of wood.  It was painted a pale green and was quite weathered 

from the peeling paint and spots of bare wood under some of the mud 

stained windows.   

 

I boarded the car and took my seat on the right side near the rear by the 

window.  Shortly after boarding, a well dressed man sat down in the 

unoccupied seat beside me on the aisle.  He appeared to be quite friendly and 

wore a dark wool suit with a black bow tie.  Very professional looking, I 

thought.  His face was cleanly shaved and he wore rimless glasses that made 

him look like a high school principal.  We both smiled a bit awkwardly as he 

said, "Good morning, miss."  I returned his greeting with a smile as he 

turned forward to read the magazine he was holding in his hand. It looked 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
29 

like some medical journal.  Probably a doctor, I thought.  I was glad that he 

didn't want to initiate a chat 

 

I was quite aware of the stares of some of the other passengers, most of who 

looked like they hadn’t washed in weeks.  Even though Leeds was a small 

town, I didn't recognize anyone.  They all were men who were generally 

unshaved and wore dark woolen looking clothing with shabby coats - work 

clothing that might be more suitable working on a farm - and they all wore 

heavy boots that were caked with mud.  They appeared tired even though it 

was still early in the morning.    

 

I settled back in my seat to enjoy the ride.  Sleeping for longer than a few 

minutes would probably be difficult because the train jerked back and forth 

often and there was considerable hustle and bustle in the car from people 

who were talking loudly over the noise of the train.  The trip from Leeds to 

Jamestown was supposed to take only about an hour and I would have to 

wait there for a couple of hours before changing to the westbound train that 

would take me west to Dickinson. 

 

Image 001 
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I shut my eyes to collect my thoughts.  I had spent the past three years after 

graduating from high school managing our farm.  I waited that long after 

graduation because I needed to be twenty one years old in order to qualify 

for a homestead under the properties of the Homestead Act of 1862.  

Homesteading.  That was my goal. 

 

While looking out the mud spattered window, I could see the flat 

countryside south of Leeds beginning to show signs of green with the snow 

that had recently melted.  We had experienced a particularly cold winter and 

signs of spring were making their welcomed appearance slowly even though 

it was during the first week of May 1908.   It was refreshing to hear the 

sound of the meadowlarks earlier this morning before boarding the train, and 

the cloudless sky and warmth of the morning sun gave hope for pleasant 

weather for the trip out west. 

 

This was going to be an adventure, but hopefully I had read and studied 

enough about western North Dakota to expect just about anything.  The 

material from the land company made it sound exciting and I felt that I had 

prepared myself to make a quick start toward finding a quality piece of land 
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near water where I could establish and prove up on a homestead.  It was my 

dream - my goal in my young life.  It was real and I had every intention of 

succeeding. 

 

It was unusual, I knew, for a woman to homestead by herself, and there were 

obvious dangers and risks.  Women were few and far between out west, so I 

wanted to do as much as possible so as to not look like a lady seeking to 

charm some man.  Such an effort as that was far from my mind and I had no 

desire for any male companionship other than for those who might provide 

me with equipment and perhaps physical labor that was certainly to come.  I 

actually tried to take steps to make myself look unattractive so as to 

minimize men’s interests - steps like cutting my hair shorter than others and 

occasionally wearing men's clothing.   I had no interest in courting or 

marriage – neither of those were motivations for my decision to head west.  I 

was seeking independence and was determined to find it. 

 

The posters and advertising brochures I had obtained from the Western Land 

Securities Company made the thought of life out west almost irresistible to 

me.  There were maps of North and South Dakota showing the railroads that 

had been built or were proposed as well as detailed maps of areas that were 
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open to homesteading.  The land company had highlighted in red the land 

that they owned and were trying to sell.  Pictures of sod houses were 

included and while not attractive, they showed how life could be sustained 

early on during the course of the homesteading process.  To the right of the 

photos were captions such as, “No place like home!” and “No Home Like 

Your Own!”   

 

The posters and advertisements included sales pitches that encouraged 

readers to “work and think for yourself and divide your profits only with 

your family!”  Other pitches such as, “Your opportunity for good cheap land 

will be a matter of history in five years!”  It was all very alluring and certain 

to draw interest from larger cities in the east such as Minneapolis and maybe 

even Chicago.  I felt that I was getting a head start in the process. 

 

I folded the brochures up and put them back into small canvas satchel and 

sat back.  I closed my eyes, leaned back in my seat and felt the steady 

rhythm of the passenger train heading south toward Jamestown over the new 

Northern Pacific tracks.  Soon I was drifting in and out of sleep. 
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I felt a slight tapping on my shoulder and awoke with a start.  "We're coming 

into Jamestown now," said the man sitting beside me still holding his 

magazine.  He had probably been reading it ever since we left Leeds and 

while I was sleeping. 

 

I could see the James river through the window as we slowly moved into the 

Jamestown station.  Jamestown was a railroad town, having been founded in 

1872 by General Thomas Rosser of the Northern Pacific Railroad and he had 

named the town after his hometown in Virginia.  The original site was called 

Fort Seward and was small army post established to guard where the new 

transcontinental railroad would cross the James River.  The fort was located 

high on a bluff that overlooking the James River and Pipestem Creek 

confluence.  Jamestown was growing fast because of the railroad and the 

railroad yard near the depot had several tracks where there was a small 

engine moving two freight cars.   

 

Shortly, the train came to a jerking halt that nearly threw me out of my seat.  

The train depot and surrounding area was quite noisy with the hiss of the 

steam engine and the sound of the little engine moving cars around the 
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various rail sidings.  I went into the depot and fortunately was the first in 

line to purchase my ticket to Dickinson.   

 

The clerk, a fat and short little man wearing a visor to shield his eyes, told 

me that the train appeared to be on time and that it would arrive in about an 

hour.  So I looked around for a lavatory.  There was a small room in the 

station with the sign "Ladies Only," so I went in to freshen up a bit before 

finding a seat to wait for the westbound train. 

 

An hour later I could hear the whistle of the westbound train and it was 

coming in sooner than we had expected.  As the engine passed by the small 

depot, I could see clearly that it was much larger than the one that brought us 

to Jamestown from Leeds.  The engine was pulling several passenger cars 

and a few box cars, some of which looked as though they were hauling cattle 

and sheep.   

 

As I proceeded out to the passenger car to which I had been assigned, I 

could sense the unmistakable smell of the livestock from the cars that were 

up in front near the engine.  While the odor might have been objectionable to 
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some, it was rather thrilling for me because of my experience on our farm 

and the anticipation which I felt in going west.   

 

Image 002 

 

I boarded the first passenger car and my seat was beside a young woman 

with short brown hair and bright sky blue eyes that seemed to dance with joy 

as she looked at me.  She smiled broadly as I sat down beside and held out 

her hand.  "I'm Linda. Linda Herbert."  Her long delicate fingers looked as 

though she could be a concert pianist. 

 

"Bess Parker," I quickly replied with a smile.  She tossed her head back, 

highlighting her light brown hair when she spoke and seemed eager to 

engage in conversation.  She had a bubbly enthusiasm that made me feel like 

I wanted to get to know her.  

 

"Where are you going, Bess?" she asked, again with a broad smile that 

highlighted her rosy cheeks.  Her eyes were sparkling as she spoke. 

 

"Dickinson," I replied.  "And you?" 
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"Miles City, Montana.  I have relatives there." 

 

"Going to live there or just to visit?" 

 

"I'm not sure.  Always wanted to go west." 

 

"Me, too," I said. 

 

I noticed that she was quite tall, much like me.  She was not trying to 

exaggerate her obvious good looks.  Like me she was wearing a long grey 

skirt and had a blue woolen sweater that matched the color of her eyes and a 

scarf that was a darker shade of blue.  She wore no hat and her hair was tied 

into a neat bun in the back.  She puckered her lips slightly when she finished 

speaking.  I looked at her hands and they were silky smooth - not like 

someone who had any sort of job that required manual labor.  She wore no 

ring nor any decorative jewelry - her beauty needed no enhancement.  She 

was feminine for sure and seemed to have an outward confidence that was 

appealing.  Yes, very appealing I thought. 
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"Pleasant trip so far?" I asked. 

 

"Lonely, actually.  I like to chat and there hasn't been anyone on here who 

seems to enjoy chatting.  Way it's been ever since Minneapolis.  I'm actually 

from Hopkins which is just outside and west of the twin cities."  She smiled 

again. 

 

We felt a jolt as the train started to move.  I could see the billows of black 

smoke from the engine drift by the car as we passed through the rail yard 

where the smaller engine had stopped on a siding waiting for our train to 

leave the.  There were a couple of grain elevators at the western edge of the 

rail yard and I wondered if this was where the grain that the farmers left at 

papa's elevator would eventually come.   

 

"I love the wide open countryside," Linda said to me as she gazed out at the 

James river while we were passing over the bridge.  "Really flat around here, 

but I guess it gets hilly after we pass Bismarck." 

 

I didn't know, but nodded in agreement.  "Then we'll really be in the west." 
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She smiled at me and then touched my shoulder.  It was as though I had 

received some sort of mild shock.  "I'm so excited," she said with another 

broad smile. 

 

I tried to hide the excitement that her touch made me feel.  "Me too," I said.  

"Just visiting relatives?  Brother?  Sister? " 

 

"Aunt and uncle.  I've wanted to see them for a long time and now it's right.  

Just want to get away for awhile." 

 

"Running away from something?" 

 

"I suppose you could say that.  I was engaged to be married, but broke it off.  

Just didn't seem right to give up my independence."  With those words she 

seemed to withdraw a bit and fell silent.   

 

"I'm sorry," I said.  She looked at me and smiled, and then said with a hint of 

sadness in here otherwise sparkling eyes, "Don't be . . . . ," and then bowed 

her head as though she was engaged in some deep thought.  I decided to be 
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quiet for awhile and let her have her own time.  But somehow I felt like she 

needed a hug. 

 

The train had picked up speed and we were moving over the flat plains of 

North Dakota west of Jamestown headed for Bismarck and the Missouri 

River.  My thoughts started to go back and reflect about where I had come 

from rather than where I was going and I thought about the lessons that papa 

had taught me that might prepare me for things to come.  I put my head back 

on a pillow on the seat, closed my eyes, and began to drift in an out of sleep. 
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Chapter Three 

 

The train ride west of Jamestown was quite smooth compared to that from 

Leeds and the landscape continued to be flat with the prairie on both sides 

revealing the bright green color of the early spring grass.   There were places 

where you could see the bare dark brown soil that farmers had plowed in 

preparation for planting the spring crops.  Linda had nodded off to sleep and 

her head was resting on my right shoulder.  She didn't wake when we made 

the last stop before Bismarck in the little town of Sterling even as a family 

with several children making considerable noise had boarded the train and 

had taken their seats near the front of the car.   

 

She awoke with a start soon after we left Sterling and sat upright quickly and 

turned her head toward me with a look of surprise.  "Oh," she exclaimed, 

"I'm so sorry!" 

 

"You slept well, Linda." 

 

"Was dreaming.  Where are we now? 
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"We stopped in Sterling and are about a half hour out of Bismarck." 

 

She nodded and looked out the window to her right at the green prairie.  "So 

pretty," she said as she continued to gaze at the landscape of the rich 

farmland. 

 

We didn't say much as the train began to pull into the Bismarck depot.  

Unlike the little train from Leeds, the train didn't jerk when it stopped.  The 

conductor came through the car and announced that we would be stopped at 

the station for about an hour and that it was fine if we decided to get off the 

train for a short while.  We decided to do just that if only to get some 

exercise. 

 

While you really couldn't call Bismarck a "city," it was the biggest town I 

had ever seen.  From the depot we could see the main street with many 

buildings and shops lining each side.  I wished that we would have had the 

time to explore, but, alas, we could only stand and gaze at what to me was 

the hustle and bustle of city life.   
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Bismarck was another railroad town, having been named "Bismarck" in 

honor of the German Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, in the hope of 

attracting German immigrants to the west.  It is located in the central part of 

the state, and I thought that it is no wonder that the town became the state 

capitol.   

 

"Quite a city," I said to Linda. 

 

She laughed slightly.  "For as far west as it is, I'm sure."  I thought that she 

was finding it a bit amusing at my amazement since she was from the much 

larger city of Minneapolis far to the east.   

 

"Well, for me it is."  I grinned and she laughed. 

 

There was a small restaurant right near the depot and since we had some 

time, we went in for a cup of coffee and a piece of apple pie which appeared 

to be freshly baked.   
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"Sorry that I reacted with a bit of sadness when you asked if I was running 

away," said Linda.  "It's just that I broke off an engagement to a very nice 

man. Would have been a wonderful husband.  But it just didn't seem right." 

 

"How so?" I asked. 

 

"It's rather strange, actually, because I truly love him.  I just didn't feel 

physically attracted to him.  Can't explain it, but that's how I felt.  Wasn't fair 

to him." 

 

Somehow I think I knew what she felt.  I had several boys with whom I had 

developed strong friendships, but, like Linda, I didn't feel any physical 

attraction to them.  At the time I thought that something was maybe wrong 

with me.  Maybe that is one of the reasons I wanted to leave Cando and go 

west to be truly independent.  I don't know. 

 

"I think I understand," I replied. 

 

"Do you?" 
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"I think so.  I've had the same sort of experience, but I've never been 

engaged.  I valued the friendships, not the physical things.  Maybe 

something is wrong with me." 

 

"Me, too," she said as we finished our coffee and apple pie and gathered our 

things to return to the waiting passenger train.   

 

We heard a raspy almost hoarse voice shouting, "All aboard," - something 

that I had never heard before, and we boarded our car for the continuation of 

the trip.  After we sat down and adjusted ourselves, she touched my shoulder 

slightly in the same manner as she had done earlier and said, "Thank you, 

Bess, for listening to me.  I've never told that to anyone before." 

 

Her touch gave me the same sort of mild electric shock as before - 

something that I had never felt except for her previous touch.  It made me 

blush.  I don't know what entered my mind, but I reached over and took her 

hand.  "Thank you, Linda, for listening to me." 

 

Our eyes met for a moment as each of us smiled and blushed slightly.  I 

released her hand and smiled again.  So did she. 
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We heard the train whistle and then, without even a slight jerk, we felt the 

train starting to move and we pulled slowly out of the station.  We were 

entering the west, I thought to myself. 

 

As we crossed the Missouri River bridge and into the town of Mandan, I 

remembered from my history studies that nearly a century ago, Lewis and 

Clark had been here during their epic exploration adventure.  I wondered 

what they thought at the time. 

 

Almost immediately after crossing the large river, we could see the stark 

contrast between east and west.  Eastern North Dakota is quite flat, green 

with the fresh prairie grass, and is obviously suitable for farming.  Western 

North Dakota, on the other hand, is a light shade of brown, not so green, 

with actual hills and the rolling landscape of what I had imagined the prairie 

to be.  Some of the occasional hills were unusual in that on the sides there 

were white outcroppings of what appeared to be some sort of rock and 

everywhere I looked as we moved further west, the prairie grass was a dark 

tan and in some cases a light brown.   
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"The land is beautiful," I said to Linda.  "It is just like I imagined it to be.  

We're really in the west!" 

 

"You know, President Roosevelt lived out in this area back in the late 1880's 

- actually further west in the badlands." 

 

"I know."  

 

"It's probably what made him tough," she said.  "And a good President." 

 

"I wonder if it's the same in South Dakota.  Maybe someone should have 

created an East Dakota and a West Dakota.  The geography is so much 

different." 

 

She smiled.  "Probably a good idea," she said. 

 

The trip from Bismarck to Dickinson took about the same amount of time as 

the trip from Jamestown to Bismarck and the ride on the Northern Pacific 

rail lines was equally smooth.  The landscape continued to become a bit 
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more hilly but still had that look of the rolling prairie.  There appeared to be 

fewer towns and certainly fewer farms along the way. 

 

The conductor, wearing a dark blue suit with brass buttons on his chest and a 

round cap with a short black bill, came through the car and announced in a 

bored sort of way that we would be arriving in Dickinson in thirty minutes.  

That was exciting because it meant the end of a long trip, but the beginning 

of a new life for me.  It was disappointing, however, to know that Linda 

would be continuing on to Miles City, Montana. 

 

"Looks like this will be the end of the line for me," I said.  "I'm going to stay 

in Dickinson for a few days, purchase a few supplies, and find a way to get 

down south to the Hettinger or Haley area.  That's where I plan to 

homestead." 

 

"You'll be in Dickinson for a few days?" she asked.  "I was thinking you 

would immediately be going south." 

 

"No, I have to prepare for the great unknown." 
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She was silent for a few minutes as she looked out the window at the passing 

prairie.  Then she turned and looked at me. 

 

"I'm in no hurry to get to Miles City, Bess.  If you're going to be alone with 

lots of things to do, maybe you need some help?  I could stay over for a few 

days."  She paused.  "But only if you want me to." 

 

I was a bit shocked, but felt a wave of excitement throughout my body.  She 

could stay over in Dickinson with me for a few days?  My thoughts up to 

this time were those of the tasks that I would be facing after arriving and in 

no way did I even imagine I would be able to have a companion - especially 

a companion for whom I felt such an unusual attraction - to be with me.  I 

think my jaw dropped open a bit as I looked at her with amazement and said, 

"Yes.  That would be very nice."  I then took her hand and squeezed it 

slightly.  She reciprocated, and a wave of excitement washed over me as I 

returned her smile. 

 

The train pulled into the Dickinson station and Linda and I got off the 

passenger car where we had spent the previous eight hours while developing 

a friendship.  Shortly after we went into the train station, I saw Dr. Harold 
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Bladoe across the room.  He looked at me and came over to the corner of the 

room where Linda and I were standing. 

 

"Hello, Miss Parker," he said has he walked up to us.   

 

I smiled and said, "Hello, Dr. Bladoe.  I would like to introduce you to my 

friend, Linda Herbert.  Linda, this is Dr. Harold Bladoe." 

 

Harold smiled at her and held out his hand.  "Pleased to meet you, Miss 

Herbert.  So you are here to meet Miss Parker?" 

 

"Not really," said Linda as she looked him directly in the eyes.  "We're 

traveling together." 

 

I blinked when she said that and could see the look of surprise on Harold's 

face.  I quickly looked at Linda and then at Harold and said, "Yes, we are." 

 

Harold looked at me with astonishment and surprise.  He coughed slightly 

and said, "Oh.  I see."   
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"Staying in Dickinson for a few days while Bess gets ready to go south," 

said Linda.  "I'm going on to Miles City.  You from here?" 

 

"No," said Harold, I am from back east but am going down south in the 

morning." 

 

"That's nice," said Linda as she looked at him and then at me. 

 

"Well," said Harold, "nice to meet you, Linda.  Hope your stay in Dickinson 

is pleasant."  With that he smiled at me, shook my hand and then Linda's, 

turned around and walked away and out the door of the depot. 

 

"Nice man," I said to Linda.  "I sat with him on the trip early this morning 

from Leeds to Jamestown.  He's a doctor and is going down to one of the 

towns southwest of here.   Going to set up a medical practice." 

 

"Seemed very sweet," said Linda.  We then went outside because I had to 

find the trunks that I had put into baggage. 
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We found the agent who was unloading baggage and identified my two 

trunks.  Linda said that she only had the two small suitcases that she was 

carrying and no other baggage. 

 

The agent pointed us toward a man and a horse and buggy who was waiting 

at the station to provide assistance to travelers.  We asked him if he would 

take us to a hotel and he suggested the Messer Hotel which was not far from 

the train.  We climbed aboard the buggy after he had helped us load my 

trunks in the back and we set off for the hotel.  The streets were not paved 

and we were fortunate that there had been no rain for a few days because the 

streets would have been a sea of mud. 

 

We checked with the hotel clerk and he gave us a room on the second floor 

overlooking the main street of the town and he provided us with a storage 

space for my two trunks.  The room was clean and painted a pale blue color 

and the two windows in the front of the room and the one at the side had 

blue and white striped curtains.  There was a single bed with a beautiful dark 

wood post on each corner.  After our long trip, the bed looked very inviting.  

There was but one toilet on the second floor which would be shared with the 

occupant of the other room across the hall.  We were pleased with the 
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accommodations and told the clerk that we would be staying for at least 

three days.  The clerk told us that supper would be served at six o'clock 

which was about an hour away and for that we were pleased to hear that 

because each of us was quite hungry. 

 

Linda and I took turns freshening up in the single bathroom and promptly at 

six o'clock we went downstairs to the dining area where we were joined by 

two older men who were passing through Dickinson.  The food was nothing 

special - roast beef and potatoes - but the coconut cake they served for 

dessert was delicious.  Both Linda and I were happy to have had such a 

hearty supper. 

 

It was too late for us to go outside and take a walk after supper, and we were 

both tired from the long ride on the train.  So we went upstairs to our room 

in preparation for bed. 

 

Each of us changed into our night gowns in the bathroom because I think we 

were both a bit uncomfortable with the circumstance in which we found 

ourselves.  After each of us was in our nightgown, I turned off the kerosene 

lamp beside the bed and we both climbed into bed without saying anything. 
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"Thank you for making it a nice day, Bess," Linda said. 

 

"Thank you, Linda.  Special for me.  I so much appreciate meeting you.  So 

glad you're going to spend a couple of days with me." 

 

Neither of us said anything else and we both lay in bed in silence.  When I 

turned over to go to sleep, I felt Linda's hand reaching over for mine.  She 

gently grasped my hand and gave it a tight squeeze.  I responded.  Then we 

slept soundly.   
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Chapter Four 

 

It was one of very few high school dances we had during the year and mama 

wanted me to dress up in my best.  She made my dress from material she 

bought at Grimes' retail store in Cando and it was a pretty blue color that 

papa said matched my bright blue eyes.  This was a dance where there were 

no dates, but the students came expecting to have fun, fill out a dance card, 

and dance with everyone. 

 

I wasn't very excited about it, but my friends were and it seemed that for 

three weeks before the dance, that's all they could talk about.  Who's going 

to ask me to dance?  Will my dance card get filled out?  Will the boys think 

I'm pretty?  Those were the kinds of questions they kept asking me and 

themselves.  I didn't really care. 

 

"Fisher boys will be there," said mama with a smile as she brushed my hair.  

The Fisher boys were twins and the sons of Isador and Irma Fisher who 

lived on a farm not too far from us.  One of the boys, Jake, short for his 

initials of "J.K." (his full name was John Keith Fisher) always had an 

interest in me.  He was a tall boy, my age, in the same grade and he had eyes 
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that were sort of a steely blue in color and neatly combed brown hair.  My 

best girl friends thought he was quite handsome, and each always went out 

of their way too much, I thought, to flirt with him.  But I didn't. 

 

His brother was Tom and I didn't know his middle name.  Just Tom.  He was 

very nice and looked a lot like Jake but was smarter and very quiet, unlike 

his brother.  Tom and I were friends in that we felt comfortable talking with 

one another and sometimes would help each other in our studies at school.  

Most of the other girls avoided him because he always ignored them or 

otherwise did things to demonstrate that he simply wasn't interested.   

 

The dance was in the large auditorium at the school where they often held 

assemblies and where they could play basketball.  The auditorium wasn't 

large enough to fit a real basketball court but that didn't matter because our 

high school didn't have a team.  There wasn't any theme for the dance, but a 

student group helped to decorate the auditorium the best they could in order 

to make it look fancy.   

 

Dances were chaperoned.  Parents would attend and many would bring 

cookies and cake as well as juices for refreshments.  I suppose they wanted 
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to make the dances as fun as possible and real social occasions for all of the 

students.   

 

Mama helped me get all fixed up in my new blue and white dress and when 

papa saw me he said, "Oh my, Bess!  You're so pretty!"  I loved getting 

complements from papa and I knew that this time he really meant it.  I 

wasn't trying to look pretty so much for the boys as I did to be just as pretty 

as my friends who were taking this dance a lot more seriously than I.  I just 

didn't want to look different - like the "tom boy" they called me from time to 

time.   

 

Unlike some of my girl friends in school, I was slim and athletic mainly, I 

think, because of all the physical activity from doing farm work.  I was taller 

than most of them, too, standing almost five feet eight inches and nearly as 

tall as papa.  Mama was slightly over five feet. 

 

It was a warm night for the middle of March and the moon was full and a 

beautiful yellow orange color as it was rising in the east.  I didn't need a coat 

but wore a white sweater.  Papa drove mama and me to the dance in the 

horse and buggy and had to go slow because the heavy rain the day before 
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had made the road into town very muddy.  He wanted to be careful so the 

buggy wheels wouldn't splatter mud on my dress before the dance.   

 

The auditorium was filling up with students and parents as we arrived about 

fifteen minutes before the dance was supposed to start.  We had to wait for 

about ten minutes so to be on the graveled patch in front of the building.  

Papa didn't want us to get out of the buggy in the mud.   

 

I went into the building and saw that most of my friends had already arrived 

- the girls over on the right side of the auditorium and the boys on the left.  

Mama and papa went to the back of the room where other parents had 

gathered and setting up tables for the refreshments. 

 

The auditorium was nicely decorated by a group of parents and some 

students who volunteered to serve on a decorating committee.  I wasn't 

interested in that and didn't participate, but two of my friends, Mary Ann and 

Annabelle enjoyed that sort of thing.  They used crepe paper with nice bows 

tied to each table, streamers on the walls, and chairs that also had bows.  The 

colors were green and white - I suppose because last Thursday was St. 

Patrick's day and the color of that day is always green.   
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The band was in the right hand corner in the front of the auditorium and was 

setting up to play.  It was old man Wilcox's band and we all knew that they 

were pretty good because they were the ones who mama and papa said 

played at barn dances.  I wondered how they knew because they never went 

to any. They had two fiddles, an accordion, a piano and a set of drums.  The 

music wasn't very pretty, but they could play ragtime which you couldn't 

really dance to, waltzes, polkas and, of course, they always included a 

cakewalk.  I always thought cakewalks were silly. 

 

I joined my friends.  Mary Ann and Annabelle were nicely dressed - Mary 

Ann wearing a nice white dress trimmed in green and Annabelle wearing a 

yellow dress trimmed in a burnt orange.  Mary Ann's hair was a dark rusty 

color - almost red - and Annabelle's was very light tan - nearly blonde.  I 

greeted them I walked up to where they were standing. 

 

Each of them smiled and said, "Hi!" and looked very excited.  Annabelle 

was literally jumping up and down.  Mary Ann, my best friend, was more 

subdued and just smiled broadly.  She was going to come home with us after 
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the dance and stay at our house for a couple of days because her parents 

were going to Fargo for a few days. 

 

"Got your dance card?" asked Annabelle.  "Mine's almost all filled out."  I 

knew that Annabelle would be first in line for getting boys to sign her dance 

card.  My understanding was that you should wait for the boys to ask to sign 

your card, but I thought that Annabelle probably had asked them because 

that's just the way she is. 

 

"No," I replied. "No, not yet." 

 

The committee had created little dance cards that had room for twelve 

dances.  The card was actually a piece of decorated cardboard with a fold in 

the middle and on the front was printed "Cando High School" and the date 

of the dance.  It wasn't fancy, but was something that the committee thought 

that students might like to keep as a souvenir.   That wasn't my intent 

because all I thought it might be good for is to keep track of who asked me 

to dance.  So far, nobody had asked.  My card was blank - and so was Mary 

Ann's. 
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During the next fifteen minutes or so, several of the boys came over to me 

and Mary Ann and put their names on our cards.  Jake came last and asked if 

he could have the first dance as well as the one second to last.  Someone had 

already asked for the first dance, but I put his name for the other one he 

wanted. 

 

The band was pretty good and I had fun dancing, but I danced only the slow 

ones and not any that were fast.  When it came time for the dance for which 

Jake had asked, he came over and we went out on the dance floor.  We 

danced for a short time and then he said, "Bess, let's go somewhere and 

talk." 

 

I said, "Sure, Jake." 

 

He took my hand and led me out to the side of the building where they had 

set up a couple of tables and roped off the area so people could stand around 

outside and talk in the moonlight.  There was another couple chatting and 

Jake led me to the side opposite of where they were standing.  I was curious 

about what he wanted to say to me. 
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He was wearing a light brown and slightly checkered jacket with a white 

shirt, rounded collar and black tie.  It looked like he was having a little 

difficulty starting to talk with me, but finally he said, "You know, it's our 

last year in school and we'll have to be deciding what we want to do."   

 

I nodded, but didn't say anything. 

 

"Dad's giving me more responsibilities running the farm.  I'm gonna take it 

over someday and was wondering what you want to do." 

 

I smiled at him and thought hard before I spoke.  "Jake," I said, "I'm not 

really sure.  I like farming too."  When I said that his eyes lit up and I think I 

might have misled him a bit because I didn't want to do any farming around 

here.  I had decided that I wanted to go west. 

 

"Maybe we can start seeing each other more often," he said. 

 

Jake moved closer to me and looked me in the eyes.  Then he moved his 

head toward me and I thought he was going to kiss me.  I stepped back and 

put my hand up in front of my face.  "Jake," I said.  "I'm not sure I'm ready 
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for this."  What was really going through my mind was that I just didn't want 

to kiss him.  I didn't want any physical contact such as kissing and hugging 

at all. 

 

Jake looked very disappointed and dejected.  "Sorry, Bess," he said, "but I 

have always liked you." 

 

"I know, Jake, I said.  "I like you too.  It's just that I'm not ready for anything 

beyond friendship." 

 

Jake looked at me sadly.  Then he took my hand and said, "Let's go back 

inside."   

 

We walked together back into the auditorium and he escorted me back to my 

table.  "Thanks for the dance, Bess," he said.  Then he walked away. 

 

I sat down beside Mary Ann.  Annabelle was dancing.  We didn't say much, 

just talked about how much fun the dance was.  Mary Ann told me she had 

fun dancing but wasn't interested in any of the boys who were there.  But I 

knew she was interested in Jake. 
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Shortly, papa and mama came over to our table and told us it was time to 

leave.  We got up from the table, put on our sweaters and went outside as 

papa went to get the horse and buggy. 

 

We climbed into the buggy and papa drove us home over the muddy road, 

again going quite slow so as not to splatter mud on mama, Mary Ann and 

me.  The full moon had drifted toward the west and was almost directly 

south of us, lighting up the road with a warm glow as if it had been placed 

there to guide us home.  It was a beautiful night and was still warm. 

 

When we reached home, mama and papa gave us each a hug and Mary Ann 

and went upstairs to bed.  She had brought along a small suitcase with her 

clothing that she would need for the few days she would spend with us.   

 

We enjoyed chatting and after we were in our nightgowns, we climbed into 

the bed in my room with the window wide open so we could hear the 

crickets chirping their songs.  We chatted for awhile in the dark, reliving our 

experiences at the dance but I didn't tell her about the conversation that Jake 

and I had.  I knew that Mary Ann liked Jake, and I didn't want to spoil 
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anything for her.  Like Jake, I knew that Mary Ann did not want to leave 

Cando and would probably stay with her parents until such time as she found 

a husband.  I secretly hoped that it would be Jake. 

 

We slept well during the night.  

  

While it was still dark, I awoke with a strange feeling.  I could feel the 

warmth of a body next to me.  Her arm was across my body and it felt 

wonderful.  I slowly turned over to face her.  It wasn't Mary Ann who was 

cuddled up next to me.   

 

It was Linda.   

 

I had been dreaming.  I wasn't startled at all but felt a sense of excitement 

and pleasure.  I slowly put my arm around her and moved closer.  She awoke 

and I could sense she was smiling as she cuddled closer to me.  Our faces 

were nearly touching and I could see that she had opened her eyes. 

 

"Hi," she said quietly. 
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"Hi," I said.  We were silent for a few moments.   

 

Then we kissed.    
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Chapter Five 

 

Early spring mornings can be beautiful in North Dakota and the sound of the 

birds and seeing the clear blue and cloudless sky as I looked out of the hotel 

window made me smile.  This morning was special.  I could still could feel 

the warmth and comfort of Linda's body close to her as we embraced while 

they slept.  And the kiss.  I felt a glow all over and relived the moment over 

and over in my mind.  What does this mean, I wondered. 

 

Linda walked into the room from the lavatory down the hall.  "Your turn," 

she said as she walked to me and gave me a hug.   

 

I smiled and hugged her back.  "Lots of work to do today." 

 

It was difficult for me to walk out of the room because I wanted to continue 

to hug her.  Her warm embrace had made me tingle.  I smiled at her when 

leaving the room and I could see the warm glow of her beaming face and 

sensed that she felt the same as I.  That Linda had decided to say a couple of 
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days pleased me because I knew how lonely and difficult it would be to face 

the job of getting prepared for homesteading all by myself.   

 

Holding each other in our arms had been an exhilarating experience and 

reminded me of the night that Mary Ann had stayed with me after the high 

school dance in Cando almost three years ago.  As I had hoped, Mary Ann 

had married Jake Fisher.  I had attended their wedding and was very happy 

for both of them. 

 

As I washed up and prepared myself for the upcoming tasks ahead, I thought 

about the goals that I had set for myself to accomplish in Dickinson.   

 

First, I needed to visit the land office where I could see the homesteading 

maps to determine what was available.  From the research I had done in 

Cando at the library and from the brochures I had received from various land 

companies, my primary thoughts about a good location was south in the area 

of the town of Haley, North Dakota.   

 

Second, I needed to purchase some supplies that I would need immediately 

upon arriving in Haley.  These included basic tools such as a shovel, 
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hammer and nails, pitchfork, hoe, rake, scythe, a pick and some related tools 

that I knew I would need when constructing a shelter for myself on the 

homestead.  I could purchase these and have them hauled down to Haley at 

the right time on the freight line from Dickinson. 

 

Third, I would need a small stove and some piping for the smoke exhaust.  I 

knew that there was considerable coal available in the Haley area because of 

the lignite coal mines, so it would be a coal fired stove.   

 

Fourth, and most important, I would need a good, healthy horse, saddle, 

bridle and blanket.  I thought back to papa's insistence that I learn how to 

take care of a horse and what sort of horse I would need for this area.  I 

wanted to find a relatively young, healthy mare much like Patches - gentle, 

well tempered, and easy to ride.  Papa had made a list about how to buy a 

horse and I would look that over carefully before making any purchase. 

 

I mentally made my own list as I was getting myself cleaned up but had 

already made one before I left so I wouldn't forget anything that was of vital 

importance.  It gave me a feeling of much needed confidence that I could 

remember the important things and set my priorities before making the 
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journey to Haley which was about eighty miles directly south of Dickinson 

on the North Dakota/South Dakota state line. 

 

When I finished, I went back to our room and Linda had already dressed in 

the work clothes that I had loaned to her because she had packed only 

dresses for her trip.  Linda was almost exactly my size, so it was easy for her 

to fit into my clothing.  We didn't want to look like ladies out for a stroll in 

town, so we would be wearing black slacks and white blouses with a scarf 

that we could use if necessary.  Each of us had tied our hair up in a bun.  It 

looked like the day would be warm and sunny, so we would not need any 

jacket or sweater. 

 

After we had dressed, we went downstairs and had a nice breakfast of 

pancakes and eggs.  As papa used to tell me, pancakes "stick to your ribs," 

so we wouldn't have to worry about going hungry during the day.  They had 

provided some delicious choke cherry syrup for the pancakes - something 

that was apparently common in the area and quite delicious. 

 

Fortunately it had not rained recently in Dickinson and the streets were dry 

so we didn't have to cope with mud.  It was a pleasant walk from the hotel to 
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the land office for the Western Land Securities Company and we arrived 

shortly after it opened.   

 

"This isn't the place where I'm going to buy land," I whispered to Linda.  

"All we need to do here is go over locations where there's a lot of 

homesteading activity.  I'm not going to actually buy land, I'm going to file 

for a homestead in the area where the company doesn't own the land." 

 

"When you homestead, you don't have to buy the land?" asked Linda with a 

puzzled look on her face. 

 

"No.  You file for the area you want to homestead and then you have five 

years to prove up on the land.  Proving up means that you show that you can 

make a living on the land.  You do that by having neighbors or people who 

know you well vouch for you.  If you're successful, the land becomes yours 

to keep.  You get a document signed by the President of the United States!" 

 

Linda nodded and we began to look at the brochures and maps that the 

company had made available in a large room next to a small office.  The 

little man who managed the office looked like a bookkeeper with his green 
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eyeshade, white shirt and black bow tie.  He was helpful, though, and 

provided us with several maps and brochures but I think he felt rather odd 

that two women would be looking for land to purchase.  I didn't tell him the 

true purpose why we were looking at the materials, and he was helpful in 

showing us where there had been a lot of land purchase activity. 

 

The company didn't own land down around the Haley area, but the maps 

clearly showed that there was land to homestead - particularly across the 

state line in Harding County, South Dakota.  Haley was almost directly on 

the state line, so that peaked my interest.  The problem was, however, that 

the land was in South Dakota and I would have to go to the town of 

Lemmon, South Dakota which was about forty miles east of Haley in order 

to file my claim. 

 

We spent about three hours looking at possibilities and writing down the 

exact descriptions of the sections of land that might be available.  A section 

of land consists of a square having six hundred and forty acres.  Under the 

provisions of the Homestead Act, homesteaders could file on a quarter 

section or one hundred and sixty acres.  There were several such sections 

and quarter sections just directly south of Haley and two that were on the 
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state line.  There had not been much activity south of the state line, so I felt 

that the chances of my securing a reasonable section were quite good.  The 

land company manager told us that most of the land purchases during the 

recent month had been further west  and north of Haley.   

 

Linda seemed interested and enthusiastic about homesteading.  I had fleeting 

thoughts that maybe she and I could homestead together, but didn't come 

right out and ask her.  After all, she had expressed a desire to spend some 

time in Miles City, Montana with her relatives before considering any 

drastic life change.  She didn't say, "No," though, and that gave me 

encouragement about where a relationship between us might be headed.  I 

found her interest to be exciting and encouraging.  I wondered what might 

happen in the future.  My body tingled whenever I thought of her touch. 

 

It was soon past noon and papa had been right about pancakes sticking to 

our ribs.  But there was a small cafe near the land office, so we stopped in 

for some food.  It was hearty home cooking and the fried chicken tasted so 

fresh that it reminded me of what mama used to cook regularly.   
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"Now we need to go to a hardware or general merchandise store," I said.  "I 

have a list of things to buy that I have to ship down to Haley on the freight 

line." 

 

"What kind of things?" asked Linda. 

 

I pulled out my list of items that papa and I had carefully prepared.  The land 

office manager had told me that there was a hardware store in Haley and I 

was happy to hear that because I didn't want to have to travel eighty miles to 

Dickinson each time I needed to buy some tools.   

 

Finding the tools and hardware that were on my list was not difficult because 

the hardware and general merchandise store was quite large and well 

stocked.  I told the clerk about my need to have the items sent to Haley and 

he told me that such an arrangement was quite common for homesteaders. 

He said that the Currie Store in Haley had a freight line that hauled freight 

twice a week from Dickinson to Haley.  My supplies could be sent to the 

store there and held until my arrival.  That was a relief because I had visions 

of having to haul all of the tools myself, and I while I was prepared to do 

that, it wasn't something to which I had been looking forward. 
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After we finished with the main task of purchasing supplies, we spent some 

time walking around this bustling town.  During the three years after I 

graduated from high school, and I was determined to find out as much 

information as I could about this area.  Dickinson, of course, was the main 

town this far west in North Dakota, so I learned as much as I could.   

 

It was founded in 1882, first as a siding known as the Pleasant Valley Siding 

for the Northern Pacific Railroad because of its location near the state of 

Montana as a convenient place to store provisions.  An employee of the 

Northern Pacific Railroad, E. F. Messersmith, who lived in St. Paul, 

Minnesota was the first resident of the town in 1881.  The company had 

constructed portable buildings by the tracks along with a water tank, depot 

station, section house and a makeshift hotel with eating facilities and several 

rooms to accommodate his family and others.  That original hotel was not 

the one in which we were staying. 

 

Later, a Mr. H. L. Dickinson from Moria, New York, bought some land 

adjacent to the railroad and laid out the town plat during the summer of 

1882.  The city was later named for him and, for promotional purposes I 
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suppose, it was given the nickname, the "Queen City of the West."  The 

town grew very rapidly and became a center in the area from which ranchers 

could ship their cattle to Chicago and their wheat to Minneapolis. 

 

Since my next task was to purchase a horse, saddle, blanket and bridle, we 

located a livery not far from the railroad station and our hotel.  That was a 

project for tomorrow, I thought, so after taking a brief look at about twenty 

horses that were at the livery, we went back to the hotel. 

 

Linda and I each wrote a letter home to tell our folks where we were and 

how things were going out west.  I did not mention that I had met Linda, 

although I was tempted to share my excitement about my newly found 

friend.  I didn't know if she had mentioned me. 

 

We slept well that night and found ourselves cuddling together again.  It was 

a nice feeling - something new for me - but somehow it felt so very right.  I 

marveled at the effect her warm touch had on me.  I wondered what was 

happening to me, but whatever it was, I liked it.  And I was becoming very, 

very fond of Linda.  She appeared to have the same sort of affection for me 

and I found that thrilling.  I just wanted to be with her. 
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At breakfast Linda and I talked about buying a horse and it was clear that 

she did not have any experience riding nor did she know much about horses; 

but she was very much interested and curious.  I told her about what papa 

had taught me. 

 

"Papa bought me a horse when I was a senior in high school in Cando," I 

said.  "Name was Patches.  He told me he got her so I could learn how to 

ride and take care of her." 

 

"I've never been on a horse," said Linda.  "Always wanted to, but difficult in 

the city." 

 

"It's fun.  Patches was a good horse and I'll miss her." 

 

"What color was she?" 

 

"Black with large white patches.  Beautiful.  I loved her.  Very gentle and 

fun to ride." 
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Linda smiled. 

 

"Papa spent a lot of time with me showing me why he bought her and what 

to look for when you buy a horse.  It's not easy because you can make 

mistakes.  I made a list of things that I should look for.  Papa helped me." 

 

"What kinds of things do you look for?" asked Linda. 

 

"Well, you don't choose a horse by looking at its best features.  Instead, you 

eliminate those that have important defects.  It sounds a little backwards, but 

papa said it's the only way to do it.  He told me that the greatest strength of a 

chain is limited by its weakest link, and that applies to horses as well.  He 

pointed out all the weak links you should look for when buying a horse.  

That's what I'm going to do.  He showed me how he looked for defects when 

he bought Patches and that she didn't have any of the bad ones.  He was right 

- she was a good horse." 

 

Linda nodded.  "Sounds like good advice" 
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"Papa also warned me about horse dealers. We're really going to have to 

watch out we're at the livery this morning.  He said that if a dealer doesn't 

know you, he'll probably try to pawn off his worst horse and show that horse 

to you first.  He said that dealers would most likely try that trick on women 

because they think we don't know anything about horses." 

 

She shrugged.  "Always happens."  

 

"That's not going to happen to me.  Papa said to look at the first few horses 

and reject them immediately.  He said that the dealer would try to emphasize 

the horse's positive features, but I should absolutely insist on seeing the next 

one.  If I do that, he said, the dealer will not want to waste his time and start 

showing me the good ones." 

 

Linda said as she gave me a broad smile.  "Good strategy."   

 

At the livery it took us about two hours to select the horse that I thought 

would be right for me.  Both Linda and I smiled at one another when the 

dealer tried to do exactly as papa had said he might do.  We looked at the 

first four horses, I rejected the first two, and with the third I spent time 
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looking at the horse from all sides and insisted that I see the horse walking 

from every angle.  That apparently convinced the dealer that I knew what I 

was doing. 

 

Then he brought out the fourth horse after spending a little time in the barn, 

apparently looking for a good one.  He brought out one that, after seeing her 

walk and inspecting her for the kinds of defects that papa had insisted I 

check, I decided to buy her.  The dealer seemed pleased. 

 

She was a two year old mare, black with a white diamond patch on her 

forehead and seemed very friendly and gentle.  When I took her for a short 

ride, she was very obedient and seemed to have been well trained.  She 

didn't have a name, so I thought about what I could call her and finally 

named her "Annabelle" after my high school friend in Cando - the one with 

the bubbly enthusiasm and wavy blonde hair.  Linda liked the name. 

 

I also bought a comfortable saddle, a sturdy bridle and blanket from the 

dealer who seemed to have gained a lot of respect for my knowledge of 

horses and it was clear that he thought I had made a wise purchase.  I then 
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took some time negotiating a boarding arrangement for Annabelle at the 

livery until I would be ready to set out for Haley in the south.  

 

With the purchase of Annabelle, I had completed the things that I had to do 

in Dickinson and now faced the reality that I would be setting out into the 

unknown - alone.  I would be going to the Haley area where I knew there 

were places that I could find room and board, and I would have to look over 

the land and sections that Linda and I had identified to be available for 

homesteading.  Then I would have to go to the town of Lemmon, South 

Dakota to file. 

 

I also faced the reality that Linda would be leaving.  That thought saddened 

me because for the first time in my life, I had found someone who seemed to 

think as I did and to whom I was genuinely attracted.  Not only as a friend, 

but, in some way that I had never experienced before, in a physical sense.  I 

was excited when she touched me - it had sort of a magic effect on me - and 

I felt so very comfortable and normal when we would lie close together at 

night.  And, again, the kiss.  The kiss.  That was special and a feeling that 

was new to me.  I didn't want our friendship or whatever it was to ever end. 
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We walked back toward the hotel in silence and we both seemed to be deep 

in thought - I thinking about her leaving and, I hoped, she thinking about the 

same thing.  We could see the train depot ahead of us as we walked, and 

Linda said softly and with what I interpreted as a bit of regret, "We should 

probably go to the train depot and get my ticket to Miles City." 

 

Rather reluctantly, I said, "I suppose so." 

 

Linda looked at me with a sad expression on her face - the smile that I to 

which I had become so accustomed over the past three days was missing.  I 

looked at her and could sense that she wanted to say something, but didn't.  I 

thought I could see what might be tears in her eyes.  I felt as though I was 

going to have tears as well. 

 

We walked in silence to the train depot and went inside where there were 

several people waiting for the eastbound train.  Linda went over to the ticket 

booth and talked to the ticket agent for a few moments as I waited silently by 

the window facing the tracks.  When she had finished, she walked over to 

me with her ticket in her hand. 
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"It leaves at nine tomorrow morning," she said.  Again I could see the 

sadness in her face. 

 

I smiled at her and said nothing. 

 

We left the train depot and walked in silence to the hotel, had some dinner, 

and spent the early part of the afternoon in our room talking about our 

families and what the future might bring.  She said that she was looking 

forward to spending time with her relatives, but really didn't want to live in 

Miles City.  She really didn't know what she wanted to do and I could sense 

that she might be thinking of spending more time with me.  Certainly she 

could sense that same feeling from me, or at least I hoped that she could. 

 

Later in the afternoon we went for a walk and stopped at the freight depot 

that was not far from the train station and it was the place where the freight 

wagon would leave to go to Haley.  We learned that the freight wagon would 

be leaving for Haley at around noon and that it was common for people to 

accompany the wagon on horseback for the eighty mile trip over the 

Dickinson-Haley trail.  That sounded like a good idea to me as I wasn't 
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looking forward to making the long trip alone on a trail with which I was 

unfamiliar.   

 

I asked the agent if I could accompany the wagon to Haley and if there 

would be room on the freight wagon for the two trunks that I had brought 

with me from Cando.  He said that there was no problem with that and we 

arranged for him to pick up my trunks from the hotel later that afternoon.   

 

We had supper together at the hotel and listened to a man from Bismarck 

complaining about the Northern Pacific Railroad and how uncomfortable he 

had been traveling from western Montana to Dickinson on the train.  Each of 

us smiled at him as he spoke, but our trip west had been quite comfortable 

and pleasant, so we had little to offer him other than to smile and nod now 

and then.   

 

After he left the dining room, Linda looked at me for a few moments before 

she spoke softly.  "Bess, the ticket agent told me that there is another 

railroad that goes from Miles City to the town of Bowman.  Is that far from 

Haley?" 
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"I don't think so," I said with a feeling of surprise and anticipation because I 

thought she was hinting at the possibility of meeting again.  Without pausing 

I said, "Maybe we could meet in Bowman!"  I was a bit shocked that I would 

be so forward. 

 

She smiled.  "That's what I was thinking, Bess." 

 

I returned her smile and breathed a sigh of relief.  "I would like that.  I 

would like that very much." 

 

Linda smiled broadly again as did I, and each of us silently understood that 

our budding and promising friendship was only beginning.  I had a feeling of 

exhilaration at the thought and, from the expression on her face, so did she. 

 

We spent the night in an embrace and I felt her warmth against my body - a 

feeling that I did not want to lose.  The touch.  Her warmth.  I thought about 

seeing her again in Bowman and that pleased me immensely.   

 

We spoke softly to each other.   
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We kissed again.  And again. 

 

Linda had touched my heart. 

 

Something was happening that I had never experienced before. 

 

Something wonderful. 
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Chapter Six 

 

I greeted the early morning with both a sense of anticipation of what was to 

come and of sadness with the thought of the impending separation from 

Linda.  She would be staying with an aunt and uncle who lived in Miles City 

and had written down the address that I should use to write to her.  I had a 

feeling of connection knowing that I could communicate with her and I told 

her that I would write to her as soon as I arrived in Haley so that she would 

know how to reach me. 

 

There were clouds in the sky this morning and occasionally one would pass 

over the bright sun and cast shadows upon the town.  In a sense, that's how I 

was feeling - rays of hope combined with shadows of uncertainty and 

anxiety.  Linda had touched my heart in a way that I had never felt before 

and I wondered if she shared the same feelings. 

 

I looked into her eyes as we were gathering our things to leave the hotel.  

She returned my gaze and smiled with both that external and internal beauty 

that I had come to enjoy over the past seventy two hours.  We kissed.  I had 

a deep urge to tell her how I felt.  "Linda," I said, "I . . ."  
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She put her hand to my mouth softly before I could utter the words. 

 

"I know, Bess.  I know.  So do I.  Let's wait." 

 

We kissed again. 

 

We continued getting ready to leave.  "Only a few hours on the train from 

Miles City to Bowman," she said with a smile.  "It'll be fun to be together 

again." 

 

I smiled as I went over and hugged her again.  "Yes. Yes!" 

 

After breakfast we walked slowly to the Northern Pacific Railroad depot to 

await the westbound train.  Linda's hair was long and her light brown locks 

were glistening in the bright sunshine.  She was wearing a beautiful blue 

dress that was truly stunning and after we had spent two days completing our 

projects in Dickinson in our work clothing, the contrast was amazing.  She 

was truly beautiful - an outward as well as inward beauty.  I felt a little 
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strange walking beside such a beautiful woman in my black slacks and 

baggy white blouse with my hair in a bun. 

 

We talked about our plans for meeting in Bowman and I promised to write 

to her as soon as I had arrived in Haley so she would know how to reach me.  

Linda seemed quite sad to be leaving and I wondered if she had ideas about 

staying and going with me to Haley.  Those were selfish notions, though, 

and I dismissed them.   

 

The whistle of the oncoming passenger train pierced the air and sent a shock 

through me - it was something that I did not want to hear.  We were outside 

the station behind a wall that separated the walkway from the street - no one 

was near - and we hugged.  We kissed lightly even though we knew that 

such a public display of affection would be seen as inappropriate, but 

somehow we didn't care. 

 

I walked with Linda and hugged her again as she boarded the westbound 

train.  We hugged one last time before she boarded the train - the conductor 

was standing near and smiled as he helped her onto the steps of the car.  She 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
89 

reached out and touched my hand before climbing up the stairs, and again I 

felt that magic warmth flow through my body.  I would miss her. 

 

The passenger car was a glistening dark green color with pale green 

trimming and looked new.  I hoped that it would be comfortable for Linda 

on her trip to Miles City.  I walked forward to the center of the car and could 

see that Linda had taken her seat beside the window and was looking at me 

with a beaming grin on her face.  Her lips moved and she was saying 

something to me that I could not understand.  I said, "Goodbye until 

Bowman," with as much expression that I could find hoping that she would 

understand.  She smiled and said something.  Inwardly, my heart spoke to 

me.  How could I feel this way in such a short time?  What was it?  

 

The train whistle blew and I heard the distinctive chugging of the massive 

engine as it began to smoothly move forward and out of the station.  I 

walked along side the car smiling at Linda until I reached the end of the 

cement platform and stood as she slowly disappeared from view.  I stood 

there in silence as the train moved westward until it had gone out of site.  

There were tears in my eyes but I didn't cry.  I had the feeling that my heart 

was aching - something that I had never experienced before.  My mind, 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
90 

however, was beginning to think ahead to Bowman.  I said softly to myself, 

"Bowman." 

 

As I walked back to the hotel, I began to focus on my upcoming journey 

across the North Dakota prairie to Haley.  I needed to pick up my 

belongings, make sure that my trunks had been picked up by the freight line, 

and go to the livery to get Annabelle. 

 

I arrived at the freight line depot around eleven thirty o'clock and could see 

the hustle and bustle of the freight driver getting the six mule team ready for 

departure.  Annabelle seemed ready for some exercise and while a bit frisky, 

was even tempered as we approached the freight wagon and the six mules.   

 

There were two men who were standing by their horses and apparently they 

would be traveling with the freight wagon to Haley as well.  I rode over to 

them, dismounted, and introduced myself.  They were two immigrants from 

Germany and while they spoke English, did so with a definite German 

accent.  Each wore broad hats to shield themselves for the sun and dark 

brown shirts with black baggy pants and clumsy looking boots.  They both 

had rather shaggy mustaches, were just slightly taller than my five foot eight 
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inch height, and were rather stocky that suggested to me that they had 

certainly enjoyed a rich German food diet.  But they were very pleasant and 

seemed eager to depart. 

 

I introduced myself to the freight wagon driver.  His name was Chris 

Stewart and he said to call him "Doc."  I thought perhaps that he was a 

physician but later found that the nickname came from an event a couple of 

years earlier when he successfully set the broken leg for a cowboy who had 

met up with an unfortunate accident.   Following that, everyone called him 

"Doc," so that's what I intended to call him.   

 

"Doc" was a very handsome man and quite well dressed, considering that he 

would be driving a freight wagon over the rough Dickinson-Haley trail.  He 

was wearing a large hat that covered a thick head of dark brown hair.  He 

had a square jaw and a look of authority in both his eyes and voice when he 

asked pleasantly, "Goin' all the way down to Haley?"  

 

"Yes," I replied. 
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"Lucky there's no mud, and it looks like it won't rain," he said.  He had 

obviously made that trip many times and looked relieved that he wouldn't 

have to cope with a muddy trail.  I agreed with him.  "Leaving shortly.  Nice 

horse!  New?" 

 

"Yes.  Got her at the livery yesterday." 

 

Doc showed me that my trunks had been stowed safely aboard the trailing 

wagon.  He said that he makes the trip twice a week and that it isn't a hard 

haul, but it takes about a day and a half.  We would be stopping for the night 

at the little town of New England about twenty five miles away where Doc 

said there were many places to stay.  Tomorrow we would travel the final 

forty five miles to Haley. 

 

"Lots of trails out this way," said Doc.  "Some go all the way to the Black 

Hills in South Dakota.  Long trip, that one.  Gotta cross the gumbo country, 

too, and that ain't no fun." 

 

During my research back at the Cando library, I learned that gumbo is a 

word for a type of mud that is found mostly south of here in South Dakota.  
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It is primarily clay and when it gets wet, it is very slick.  The problem, 

however, is not so much that it's slick - it's that the mud is very sticky and 

tends to stick to the wheels of the wagons and also makes things difficult for 

horses.  I had studied the land forms around Haley and also found that there 

was not a lot of clay in that area, so my thoughts were that I would be 

relatively free from the gumbo problem when it rains. 

 

We left the freight station and Dickinson promptly at noon.  The trail we 

were taking led south and you could see the ruts made from the many wagon 

trips that had traveled this trail.  When the ruts get too deep, they just move 

over to the left or right of the ruts and make a new trail.  On this one there 

were at least three sets of deep ruts which Doc avoided with the freight 

wagon. 

 

Image 003 

 

I marveled at the beauty of the countryside as we slowly moved south 

toward New England.  It was pure prairie with broad ranges of green grass 

which I knew during the summer and into the fall would turn into vast seas 

of light brown or tan broad stretches of waving hay.  There were many small 
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hills visible on both sides of the trail but they weren't very high and the grass 

grew up to and on the tops.  Like what I saw on the train before we arrived at 

Dickinson, some had small outcroppings of white stone.  On one to the right 

in the distance, had on its top what appeared to be a chimney-looking 

structure - quite small but directly in the middle of the hilltop.  I wondered 

what that was and rode up by the freight wagon and asked Doc. 

 

Image 004 

 

"That's a stone johnnie," said Doc.  "Sheepherders build 'em on top of hills 

sort of like a monument to something.  They just pile up the flat rocks they 

find.  Gives 'em something to do."  I thought that was curious, but Doc said 

that they sometimes make it easy for you to know exactly where you are 

when you're on a trail.  You can look for particular stone johnnies, but not 

all the hills have them. 

 

Riding along behind the freight wagon with the two German immigrants 

gave me a lot of time to think.  Of course I thought about Linda and what 

she might be doing.  I imagined that her aunt and uncle had met her at the 

train and they would be probably at their house in Miles City getting either 
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acquainted or reacquainted as the case might be.  I wondered if she might 

tell them about me.  They would be probably having supper soon - I 

wondered what they would have cooked for her.  They probably would be 

impressed with her beauty and intelligence.  I wished that I could be with 

her, missed her and thought about her constantly.  I missed her magic touch. 

I thought to myself that I would have much to do after arriving in Haley and 

that I must focus my thoughts on the tasks ahead of me instead of just 

dwelling on Linda.  That would be difficult, I knew, but was something that 

I must do. 

 

Late in the afternoon we pulled into the little town of New England for the 

night.  New England was one of the first towns that was founded in western 

North Dakota primarily from settlers from New England - hence the name.  

It grew rapidly until the Northern Pacific Railroad laid down its tracks from 

Bismarck to Dickinson and the town's growth stopped abruptly because of 

the lack of convenient access to transportation.  Nevertheless, it appeared to 

be flourishing quite well and there were several places for me to choose 

from as a place to spend the night.  I found a nice boarding house near the 

place where Doc had placed the freight wagons and the stable that was 

beside it could keep and feed Annabelle for the night. 
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We left New England for the forty mile journey to Haley bright and early the 

next morning.  As we were going south, Doc pointed out the major landmark 

for New England - the Rainy Buttes that were a few miles to the southwest 

of the town.  This was the first time I had seen what some referred to as a 

table mountain.  It was a hill with steep and rocky outcrops of rocks on the 

side but looked completely flat on the top - like a table might look from a 

distance.  The sides of the butte were pock marked with green shrubs and the 

prairie leading up to it was also green with the new growth of the prairie 

hay. 

Image 005 

 

Off and on during the long journey from New England to Haley my thoughts 

returned to Linda and what she might be doing this day in Miles City.  I had 

dreamt about her during the night, I think, but the dream was fuzzy in my 

memory.  All that I remembered was that it was happy and she was arriving 

on a train.  Thoughts of our plans for Bowman swept through my mind like a 

rush of fresh air. 
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We arrived in Haley in the late afternoon.  The little town was on the Grand 

River, a small river which I understood would occasionally flood because of 

ice jams that would build up in the twisted bends of the river as it meandered 

eastward through the prairie toward the Missouri River.  It was one of the 

oldest towns in the area and, like New England, had grown rapidly until the 

railroads bypassed it to the north.  The town rested on a small plain just one 

mile north of the North Dakota/South Dakota border and had several 

businesses where I would be able to obtain supplies.  There was were two 

hotels, a pool hall, two general stores (one was the Currie store where my 

supplies would be shipped), a bank, school, lumber yard, barber shop and a 

butcher shop.  They even had a local newspaper called the Haley Herald 

which had been established late last year. 

 

I found a room at one of the small hotels near a local stable where I arranged 

to keep Annabelle.  The hotel had a dining room where dinner was served 

promptly at six o'clock and I had a hearty supper.  The trip had been long, 

but not too tiring.  I had talked with the two German immigrants who would 

be starting on their trip to Lemmon, South Dakota the day after tomorrow 

and agreed to join them for the journey.  Tomorrow I would take Annabelle 
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and we would look at the sections of land that Linda and I had identified just 

across the state line from Haley. 

 

As I slept that evening I thought of her.  In the middle of the night I awoke 

but felt no warm body next to mine.  I longed for her touch. 

 

Then I thought about Bowman and slept soundly. 
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Chapter Seven 

 

The morning was crisp but the skies were clear with only a few clouds.  

Today would be one of exploration - I wanted to look over the sections of 

land that we identified at the land office in Dickinson.  All of them were 

across the state line in South Dakota which was only a mile south of town. 

 

After a good breakfast at the hotel dining room I saddled up Annabelle and 

we set out to explore the land across the state line.  Fortunately there was a 

steel girder bridge across the Grand River just south of Haley because the 

snow that had melted had raised the water level significantly and the current 

was rather swift.  Normally, so I was told, the creek level was low enough so 

that you could ford the river easily and the hotel manager referred to the 

creek as being "up" - meaning that it was near flood stage.  I noticed that he 

pronounced the word creek as "crick."  Local, I suppose. 

 

There was no fence at the state line, but there was a large pink granite 

marker.  I crossed the imaginary line and started to explore.  The prairie was 

quite beautiful in the early spring with many wild flowers now in bloom - 
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bluebells, crocus and black eyed susans.  As far as I could see from the east 

to the west and south, the prairie grass was green and, like the trail from 

Dickinson, the ground was slightly moist but not muddy from the spring 

rains.  To the west I could see a group of hills clustered together and I had 

learned that they were called the Teepee Buttes.  They weren't very high and 

looked like a group of low conical shaped hills and it was easy to understand 

the origin of their name because they looked like an Indian village of 

teepees.  They had a reputation locally of having a lot of prairie rattlesnakes 

because of the many loose and flat rocks giving snakes good places to hide.  

None of them had stone johnnies on their tops. 

 

I understood, too, that there was considerable wildlife in the area.  Pheasants 

are plentiful as are a variety of ducks on the Grand River.  There are many 

other birds as well.  Meadowlarks - distinctive because of their bright yellow 

breasts and distinctive song, kildeers - tawny and white birds that run around 

on the ground trying to stir up insects, unusual birds called curlews  -  

characterized by a long, slender, down-curved bill and mottled brown 

plumage, blackbirds, and barn swallows - fast flying little birds that built 

mud nests on the sides of barns under the eves.  Ranchers and farmers didn't 

like what they called "chicken hawks" because now and then they would nab 
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a chicken.  They are red-tailed hawks and I knew they didn't deserve the 

name "chicken hawk" or the blame for attacking adult chickens. 

 

The primary predator in this area is the coyote and they pose a real danger to 

sheep - often killing adult sheep but most often the lambs.  There was a 

bounty on their heads.  Other animals included muskrats, beavers, raccoons 

and badgers.  I was told not to fool around with badgers because they were 

ill tempered and had very sharp claws. 

 

Over the next couple of hours I rode over three sections of land which I had 

thought would be suitable for homesteading.  All three sections looked very 

promising but the one in which I was particularly interested was located 

directly south of Haley right on the state line.  It was mostly flat but had a 

small hill which seemed to be a perfect location to locate the homestead 

buildings on the eastern part of the section.  As I had planned to build a sod 

house - common in this area - locating it on the side of a hill would be smart 

because I could dig into the hill and part of the back wall would be the hill 

itself.  This would eliminate the amount of sod that I would need and would 

provide easy access to the roof because I would be able to walk right on to it. 
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The prairie grass on each of the sections was thick and healthy.  This would 

be helpful in obtaining good sod for the house but turning over the thick sod 

with a plow to create a grain field would be more difficult.  To make a grain 

field profitable would take about twenty acres and I had to keep in mind that 

I would need the rest of the quarter section to graze a small herd of sheep.  I 

wasn't really interested in nor did I have any experience with grain farming. 

 

By early afternoon I had finished exploring the sections that I had picked 

and returned to Haley where I put Annabelle in the stable next to the small 

hotel.  I walked around Haley on foot stopping occasionally at the various 

stores and spent time at the Currie Store where my supplies from Dickinson 

would be shipped and held until I was ready to use them.  The proprietor of 

the Currie Store introduced himself as Orville Currie, an older man who was 

rather portly, slightly balding, wore glasses with no rims and a black apron 

that had slight stains of grease.  He had what I later learned to be a perpetual 

smile that would appeal to any customer.  He told me that he was one of the 

first residents of Haley and spent a short while telling me about the town as 

well as the fact that he was also the postmaster.   
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Fortunately at the Currie Store I encountered the two German immigrants 

who would be traveling with me to Lemmon on Monday.  Mr. Currie gave 

us information about how we should travel - first to the new little town of 

Hettinger to spend the night before proceeding on to Lemmon.  After an 

enjoyable time with Mr. Currie and feeling confident that his store had all 

the necessary supplies that I would need, I went back to the hotel after 

stopping at the small shack where the local newspaper was published to pick 

up the current issue as well as a couple of back issues to read. 

 

I wrote a short letter to Linda telling her a bit about my trip on the trail from 

Dickinson and that I had looked over the sections of land that we had 

identified.  I told her in the letter that she should address her letters to me in 

care of the Currie Store and it gave me pleasure to communicate with her 

even though it was only a letter.  I took the letter to Mr. Currie at his store, 

returned to the hotel for some supper and slept well that night. 

 

I spent the weekend thinking about filing my claim and about Linda.  I 

saddled Annabelle again on Saturday morning and again went south across 

the state line into South Dakota where I looked over the three sections to 

confirm in my mind that any of them would be suitable for me.  I was 
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especially interested in the quarter section that bordered the state line.  That 

was the one I would look for and hoped that it would be available when I 

visited the land office to file my claim.   

 

Early Monday morning I packed a small bag for the trip to Lemmon because 

I knew it would take at least three or four days down and back.  For safety I 

took the revolver that I had brought along with me, loaded it and put it in the 

bottom of my bag.  I hoped that I wouldn't have the need to use it. 

 

I met the two German immigrants at the Currie Store and we set out on the 

journey to Hettinger which was a new town that had been recently founded 

as a rail stop for the new Pacific extension of the Milwaukee Road railway.  

It was about thirty five miles to the east over a well marked trail.  The 

Milwaukee Road tracks led westward from Hettinger through the towns of 

Scranton and Bowman and out through Montana to Miles City.  I couldn't 

help thinking that Linda would be riding on that train to Bowman when we 

would next meet. 

 

Image 006 
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The thirty five mile trip was long, but rather easy and we moved at a steady 

pace sometimes with our horses trotting.  Annabelle seemed to enjoy the 

exercise.  The town, if you could call it a town, had few buildings.  There 

was considerable interest in our arrival coming from the surprising fact that I 

would be the first woman ever to spend the night in Hettinger!  As I was 

looking for a place to stay, Mr. Newman who had just completed the 

construction of a small bank called the Security Bank offered me use of a 

small room on the second floor of the bank building to sleep.  Like many of 

the proprietors of businesses like those in Haley, he was neatly dressed and 

had an engaging smile. He was very pleasant and seemed genuinely 

concerned that I should have a safe place to spend the night.   

 

The next day, Tuesday, April 13, 1908 we completed the twenty five mile 

trip to Lemmon, South Dakota on a good trail close by the Milwaukee Road 

train tracks.  We arrived in mid afternoon and immediately went to the land 

office where we would file our homestead claims.  To my relief the manager 

of the land office, a young man who spoke with a distinctive German accent, 

told me that most of the claims that had been filed that spring were between 

Lemmon and Hettinger and that the section of land I wanted was available.  I 

was delighted to hear that and promptly filed my claim.   
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The official description of my homestead is as follows: 

 

"Lots one, two and three of Section twenty-two in township twenty-three 

north of Range eight east of the Black Hills meridian, South Dakota, 

containing one hundred seventy eight and forty-nine-hundredths acres."  

This was more than the one hundred sixty acres that comprised a quarter 

section, but apparently the difference was because the claim was located 

right on the state line.  From the map he provided I could see that it was 

almost exactly one mile from Haley.  I was delighted.  I spent the night at a 

small boarding house near the stable and slept well knowing that my goal of 

filing for a homestead had been successful.  Before going to bed I wrote a 

short letter to mama and papa in Cando telling them of the good news and 

that my trip had been successful thus far. 

 

Image 007 

 

The next morning I set out for Hettinger hoping that I would again be able to 

spend the night in the bank building before traveling on to my new home in 

Haley.  The two German immigrants intended to stay in Lemmon because 
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they had filed a claim not far from the town and would have no need to go to 

Haley.  The thought of traveling alone didn't upset me because I had 

confidence that I would be safe and also had brought along my revolver.  

After I left the town, I stopped momentarily and checked to see I had 

remembered to load it.  It was loaded.   

 

When I arrived in Hettinger I went to the Security Bank where Mr. Newman 

told me that I could, indeed, spend the night there and he had a surprise for 

me.  There was a paper called the Adams County Register that was 

published weekly for the homesteaders in the area.  On the front page of the 

paper that had been printed that morning was a short article about me!   

 

It read: 

 

"Miss B. L. Parker of Cando, North Dakota enjoys the 

distinction of being the first woman to spend the night in 

Hettinger.  She and a party of claim hunters arrived here on 

Tuesday evening.  Mr. Newman very kindly offered the use of 

the newly completed bank building and very comfortable 

quarters were arranged for her.  There will be numerous 
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expressions that the greatest treasure ever carried in the 

Security Bank was on the occasion of its night's occupancy." 

 

I was famous!  Or at least in the new little town of Hettinger!  The article 

made me smile and Mr. Newman appeared to be quite pleased with it.   

 

The next morning before leaving for Haley I saw Mr. Newman and offered 

to pay him for my lodging.  He refused to take any payment and said that it 

had been an honor to provide accommodations to Hettinger's first female 

guest.  I insisted, but when he continued to refuse, I acquiesced and accepted 

the gift of lodging. 

 

The long trip back to Haley was uneventful and having a loaded revolver 

with me somehow gave me a sense of security even though I wasn't certain 

that I would ever use it.  I arrived in the late afternoon and stopped at the 

Currie Store before going to the hotel for the night.  To my surprise Mr. 

Currie told me that he was holding a letter for me.  It was from Linda!  I was 

delighted and hurriedly went to the stable to take care of Annabelle and then 

straight to the hotel to read the letter. 
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Linda had written a very nice two-page letter in beautiful handwriting.  In it 

she expressed how wonderful she felt in meeting me and how much she 

enjoyed the time we spent together in Dickinson.  She described her journey 

on the Northern Pacific train as being very comfortable, that she had arrived 

safely, and was now living with her aunt and uncle.  I was delighted that she 

wrote in the letter that she missed me and was looking forward to setting a 

date in the early fall or late summer when we could meet in Bowman. 

 

I immediately wrote a short letter in return and told her about my journey to 

Lemmon and that I had been successful in filing for one of the homestead 

quarter sections that together we had identified.  When I was finished I 

walked to the Currie Store and posted the letter to be sent the following day. 

 

I had been quite thrilled to hear from her and after a hearty supper I went to 

my room, read the letter again a couple of times, and slept soundly.  

Tomorrow would be the day for me to begin preparations to build a new sod 

house on my homestead.   

 

I was anxious to begin the next step in my exciting adventure. 
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Chapter Eight 

 

In the morning I went to see Mr. Currie to ask him about who in town would 

be the best to help me with the construction of a sod house on my new 

property south of town.  

 

"Brian Feist has built several, Bess," he said.  "Owns the lumber yard down 

the street.  You need someone who knows how to frame doors and 

windows." 

 

"Brian Feist?" I asked. 

 

"Brian Feist.  Been in Haley for a few years.  Was one of the first in town.  

Good man.  Fair, too.  You'll like him." 

 

I went to the lumber yard which was on the east part of town near the school.  

I asked the woman in the office where I could find him.  "In the yard out 

behind," she said.   
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The lumber yard behind the office had many stacks of neatly piled planks, 

two by fours, and one large pile of what appeared to be firewood in the far 

corner near the high board fence.  A man was unloading a wagon stacked 

high with planks of lumber and I went over to talk with him. 

 

"Mr. Feist?" I asked. 

 

As he put a long board on one of the stacks of lumber he was building he 

looked up at me and said with a smile, "I'm Brian Feist."  He was sweating 

and pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his brow.  He was 

wearing dark blue coveralls and heavy gloves.  He removed the glove on his 

right hand, smiled and reached out to shake my hand in a friendly greeting.  

 

"Bess," I said.  "Bess Parker.  The lady in the office said I could find you 

here." 

 

"The wife, Stella," he said.  "What can I do for you?" 

 

"Looking for help to build a sod house," I said.  "Just over the state line 

directly south of town." 
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"Found a spot for it yet?" 

 

"I was thinking of locating it on the side of the little hill.  Build it into the 

hill." 

 

"Best way to build 'em," he said.  "Smart not building it on the flat.  Keeps it 

dry in the rain."  He spoke with a slight accent that sounded to me somewhat 

like German - much as the two immigrants with whom I had traveled to 

Lemmon.   

 

We discussed what I was thinking about regarding the house.  I wanted to 

have two rooms - a main living room that would include the stove and 

kitchen area and a separate bedroom.  A window in the front and on the side 

in the bedroom.  Flat roof or slightly tilted to provide drainage.  I wanted a 

sturdy front door with no window panes.  Solid door. 

 

"Good sod down there," he said.  "Prairie grass has strong roots.  You need 

that to make it last.  Built one for the Nygaards just east of there last year." 
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"How long does it take," I asked. 

 

"About a week to a week and a half.  Depends on if we run into many rocks 

when digging it out.  Sod will be no problem.  I got a cutting plow - makes 

the job easier." 

 

Mr. Feist explained that to cut the sod, he uses a cutting plow that has 

adjustable rods that cut the sod into rows that are about three to six inches 

thick.  They should be more than a foot wide - he said that about fifteen to 

eighteen inches would be the best.  After cutting the sod rows, you cut them 

into bricks about three feet long.   

 

In laying down the sod, you lay them with the grass side down much like 

laying brick.  He generally lays down three rows of the sod bricks so that the 

walls will be thick enough to support the weight of the house.  He said that 

he staggers the bricks so that the seams between individual bricks are in the 

middle of the bricks above and below them.  On every third or fourth layer 

of bricks he lays them crosswise so as to make sure the stacks of sod bind 

together properly.  "That makes the house solid," he said.  "Gotta have 

strong walls." 
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"Want the inside walls plastered?" he asked.  "That cuts down on the dust, 

but you will have to do some work shaving the sod inside before we plaster." 

 

"Shaving the sod?" I asked. 

 

"You take a sharp shovel or hoe and that closes bug holes as well as keeps 

the walls balanced.  You don't want 'em crooked at all.  Hard work, but 

worth it in the end.  I can do it for you or you can do that yourself.  Doesn't 

take long." 

 

"I think I can do it," I said. 

 

"Like I said, you need to shave the inside walls good," he said, "if you want 

to plaster them.  Got a stove?" 

 

"Not yet." 
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"You can get a good coal stove at Curries," he said.  "They know which ones 

work best and order 'em from Dickinson.  They have the stove pipes that 

you'll need in stock." 

 

We talked about the cost for building the house, putting in the stove, pipes, 

windows and doors as well as sealing the floor and I was pleasantly 

surprised that it was much less than I had expected.  I had more than enough 

money to pay for it and still have a lot to spare.   

 

"When can you start," I asked. 

 

"Monday if you want.  Got a hired man, Ken Fisher, who can dig where you 

want it.  Should take only a day or so.  Then we'll cut the sod and start 

building if it doesn't rain." 

 

"Monday, then," I said. 

 

"Monday.  Let's go in and have Stella write it up.  Hired man is Ken Fisher.  

Show him where you want it today and he'll start bright and early on 

Monday.  Good man.  Works fast." 
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We went inside and Stella wrote up a simple receipt and I gave her a small 

deposit to get things going.  The receipt listed the things we had discussed 

plus the addition of several layers of tar paper that would be put on the roof 

to prevent leakage from the rain. 

 

With that accomplished I felt that I had overcome a very large hurdle.  I then 

went to the Currie Store and asked Mr. Currie about stoves.  I told him that 

the house I would be building would have inner space measuring twenty feet 

by twenty feet or four hundred square feet and that there would be two 

rooms.  He had considerable experience in providing stoves for sod houses 

and recommended a coal fired stove that had the capacity that I would need.  

He did not have any in stock, however, so we ordered one that he said could 

be hauled down from Dickinson to Haley during the next week.  I was 

surprised, too, at the reasonable price I had to pay for the stove and paid him 

in advance.  Mr. Currie told me that my shipment of tools and supplies that I 

had bought in Dickinson had arrived and that he would hold them for me.  It 

was nice to know that everything was fitting into place. 
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I saddled up Annabelle and we went over to my property.  It felt wonderful 

when we rode onto the land.  "It's MY property," I said to myself.  "All 

mine!"  We rode over to the small hill on the eastern part of the property and 

I walked around for awhile looking for an appropriate spot for the house.  I 

wanted it to face in a westerly direction so I would be able to have the 

afternoon sun for the front window.  The bedroom window would face north 

- toward Haley. 

 

I looked at the prairie grass near where the house would be built and it was 

thick and lush with obviously a strong root system which would be needed 

to make the walls strong.  Mr. Feist had told me that it was good timing to 

build a sod house because the sod would be neither too wet nor too dry.  

That would help it settle once the sod bricks had been laid.   

 

I thought about living in a house made of dirt, but it didn't bother me.  I 

could plaster the inside walls and, according to what I had read when I did 

my research in Cando, the house would be very well insulated - warm in 

even the harshest winter and cool in the summer.  I would also have a 

wooden floor installed over a sand base.   I knew that for awhile at least it 
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might feel a little damp inside, but that would go away over time as the sod 

bricks cured in the sun.   

 

We had a root cellar back in Cando.  I intended to dig one here after I had 

the house, shed, corral and chicken coop built not only to provide a storage 

space for food that needed to be kept cool, but also as a shelter against any 

tornado.  I had heard that there were often strong thunderstorms in this area 

and there always was the possibility of a tornado.  Whenever one of those 

storms threatened, seeking shelter in a root cellar would be a wise thing to 

do. 

 

The weekend went by quickly and Annabelle and I went for a long ride 

around the property as well as in some of the surrounding areas to become 

more familiar with the area.  During the ride I saw several herds of 

pronghorn antelope - light tan and white and rather distant.  When we would 

ride toward them, they would turn around and dash away at what seemed to 

me to be an incredible speed.  With one small herd I saw a few antelope 

calves - rather small, but they could run almost as fast as the adults.  These 

were the first antelope that I had ever seen and I wondered if I would be able 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
119 

to shoot one at some time for food.  I had heard that they were very tasty - 

like venison. 

 

I also met up with Ken Fisher who lived in town and together we rode to the 

property and picked out a perfect spot for him to begin digging into the side 

of the hill.  He had taken a shovel with him and did a little digging just to 

make sure that there were not a lot of rocks to cope with.  Fortunately the 

ground beneath the sod on the side of the hill was free from any large rocks, 

and Ken told me it would probably take him a day and a half to complete the 

work for a twenty foot by twenty foot sod house.  That way Mr. Feist could 

begin the work the day after completion. 

  

When Monday came I saddled Annabelle and we went to the property and 

found Ken already at work.  "Been here since six," he said as he continued to 

dig and shovel the dirt to the side of the considerable dent he had already 

made in the side of the hill.  "Easier going that I thought." 

 

He had started to dig where the back wall would be.  "See here, Miss 

Parker?  Soil on your back wall is nice and dry.  Lots of dry clay.  Won't let 
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water drain into the house when it rains and the snow melts.  Brian told me 

to make sure." 

 

"I hadn't thought of that," I said.  "Thank you, Ken."  Knowing that made me 

secure with my decision to have Mr. Feist and Ken build the house.   

 

I watched Ken for a short while but didn't want to distract him from his work 

so I went up to the top of the little hill about forty yards away.  There were 

many flat rocks on the top and on the east side of the hill so, remembering 

the stone johnnie that I had seen on the trip down to Haley, I started to build 

on right in the middle of the hill top.   

 

It didn't take long until I had a small johnnie about three feet high and about 

two feet by two feet square.  I kept my eye out for rattlesnakes but saw none.  

I was quite proud of what I had built and thought that I would make it at 

least a couple feet higher so you could see it from a distance - maybe even 

from Haley.  I thought that if someone in Haley asked me where I lived, I 

could point to the hill south of town and say, "Just down the hill a bit from 

the stone johnnie."   
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Ken was nice when he paused from his work.  "Building yourself a nice 

johnnie, I see.  Gonna get yourself some sheep?" 

 

"That's my plan," I replied.  

 

He smiled and went back to work.  I mounted Annabelle and went back to 

town.  "See you tomorrow, Ken," I said as I left.  He waved but said nothing. 

 

Ken had finished digging the hole into the side of the hill by mid afternoon 

the next day and when I looked at it, I was amazed at how perfectly level he 

had made the floor and how straight and vertical were the side and back 

walls.  Hopefully the rain would stay away for the next few days as Mr. Feist 

cut the sod and built the house. 

 

I had never seen anyone cut sod before.  Mr. Feist had a special kind of 

plow, the sod cutter that he told me about, and he could adjust it so that he 

could cut long strips of sod fifteen inches wide and five or six inches thick.  

To pull the plow he had two very large and strong-looking oxen that seemed 

to struggle as the plow cut the sod and you could hear the roots of the thick 

prairie grass as the were torn from the ground. 
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He was taking the sod from a flat place on the south side of the hill.  After 

cutting two or three long strips, he would stop cut the strips into exactly 

three foot lengths.  Then he would put the strips on a small wagon and haul 

them over to the house where he would lay them carefully, grass side down, 

one at a time.  Upon finishing that, he would repeat the process. 

 

"Can't cut too many strips at once," he said.  "Sun dries it out too fast and it's 

no good." 

 

To keep myself occupied but also to contribute to the effort, I took a sharp 

shovel and hoe and went to the dugout and carefully started shaving the back 

wall which was not sod but the dry clay itself.  Mr. Feist came over a couple 

of times and gave me tips on how to get the wall completely straight.   To 

help make it perfectly vertical I used a plumb line.  The work wasn't so hard 

as I had imagined. 

 

By the end of the day the sod had been laid neatly around the base of the 

house and one row had been laid inside to form the wall separating the 

kitchen and the bedroom.  This wall had to be thick as well because Mr. 
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Feist was going to lay planks and supports to form the ceiling which would 

be made out of wood, covered on the outside by several layers of tar paper, 

and ultimately covered with a thinner layer of sod.  The roof would tilt 

slightly from the back of the house toward the front to prevent rain water 

from collecting and standing on the roof.  The sod on the roof would provide 

insulation and he said he had to cut it thinner than the sod for the walls 

because the wooden planks and three beams would need to support the 

weight.  That made sense to me. 

 

During the next two days Ken Fisher joined Mr. Feist and together they 

proceeded rapidly.  By the end of the day on Wednesday, they had 

completed the walls to the height I desired and had carefully framed the 

windows and doors, using wooden rods that were driven into the sod to 

through holes in the frames to keep the frames in place. 

 

On Thursday, they brought the four beams they would use to support the 

roof and ceiling, fixed them to the sod walls where they had built the walls 

thicker for support, and then put in the smaller planks crosswise to the 

beams.  They secured the ceiling planks and laid tar paper three sheets thick 

on top of the roof before covering the roof with a layer of sod that was only 
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about two or three inches thick.  The roof was tilted forward just enough to 

prevent water from settling on the roof and causing a source of leakage 

through the ceiling.  

 

The house was beginning to look like a house built into a hill - which is 

exactly what it was!  I had spent time inside the house carefully shaving the 

walls as Mr. Feist showed me.  I would need to let the shaved walls dry out 

for a few weeks before we put plaster on them.   

 

Two steps remained in the construction of what was now "my house."  The 

first was to put in the front door and the two windows and the second was to 

carefully smooth the floor, cover it with about two inches of dry sand, and 

then place rough cut wooden planks and fasten them over the entire floor.  

Eventually I would put a rug on that floor but would wait until the house 

itself had a chance to cure. 

 

My coal stove had arrived on Friday and after the windows and doors had 

been put in, Mr. Feist and Ken installed the stove over in the back right 

corner of the living room/kitchen so the stove pipe could go directly up 
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through the ceiling.  To the right of the stove was the west-facing window 

that would provide light during the day. 

 

By the following Wednesday all of the work had been completed and as Mr. 

Feist, Ken and I inspected our new creation, we talked about building the 

small shed, the corral attached to the shed, and the chicken coop.  We agreed 

that those would be built over the next two weeks. 

 

We also talked about building an outhouse - something necessary for every 

homestead.  Ken said that it would be best to dig the hole and construct the 

outhouse after we had found the site for the well.  That made sense to me so 

we decided to wait. 

 

Mr. Feist told me about a gentleman in Haley who spent some of his part 

time digging wells for homesteaders.  "There is good ground water around 

here, Bess," said Mr. Feist.  "Water is probably only twenty feet or so down 

from the bottom of the hill near your house.  Easy for him to dig a well for 

you, then you wouldn't have to go to the crick." 
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In three weeks, Ken and Mr. Feist had built the wooden shed, chicken coop 

and corral for me.  Now I would have shelter for Annabelle and for the small 

herd of sheep that I had been planning to buy.  I had contacted Mr. Art 

Paulson, the man who Mr. Feist said could dig the well, and while it had 

taken him two weeks before he started, I now had a fine well just about 

thirty yards from my front door.  I didn't have a lift pump which would work 

for me because the well was shallow, but I could get water by lowering the 

bucket.  That would have to do until maybe next spring or summer. 

 

Ken came two days later, dug the toilet hole and built the outhouse behind 

the house between the shed and the house - far from and lower down than 

the well we had dug.  It was placed where Art Paulson told us to put it to 

avoid any problems with the well. 

 

The sod in the walls of the house had dried sufficiently over the three week 

period so I was able to plaster all of the inside walls.  That took me two full 

days to finish, but the time I was done the house was starting to look quite 

nice inside.  We had two rainstorms during that period - one of them quite 

hard and it lasted for almost a full day.  Fortunately there was no sign of any 

leakage inside the house and that gave me much relief.  After the plaster had 
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completely dried I painted the walls white to brighten up the inside of the 

house. 

 

From Haley I could barely see the house in the distance on the side of the 

hill.  But since I had added two feet of rock to my stone johnnie, I could see 

it clearly in the distance like a small finger pointing up into the sky.  I had 

ordered some furniture from the Currie Store consisting of a bed, table, four 

chairs and a small bench - all made of wood.  At the beginning of June, six 

weeks after I had filed for my homestead, thoroughly cleaned the inside of 

the house and hung curtains that looked like the ones mama had made but 

they weren't pure lace.  They reminded me of home, though, and that made 

me happy. 

 

Everything had fallen into place as I had hoped.  I now had homestead 

property, a house, a shed and corral, a chicken coop, and a well.  I received 

the furniture from the Currie Store and Mr. Currie took it and my two large 

trunks that I had in storage to my house on the delivery wagon.  I checked 

out of the small boarding house hotel, put the furniture into the house and 

arranged it the way I wanted, and stood back and smiled.  Now it wasn't just 

a house.  It was my home! 
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Image 008 

 

On the tenth of June, 1908, I spent my first night in my new home. 
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Chapter Nine 

 

Over the course of the past three weeks I had received several letters from 

Linda who seemed to be settling in well in Miles City.  She mentioned that 

she had a job with a small clothing store and that kept her busy.  I answered 

each of her letters keeping her posted on what I was doing and the progress I 

was making in setting up the house, chicken coop, shed and corral.  I told 

her that I was lucky to have a good well with fresh, clear water so close to 

the house. 

 

The past week's work included purchasing thirty leghorn chicks and making 

a brooder for them that was kept warm with a kerosene lamp.  I constructed 

a small roost for the chickens consisting of four one inch boards nailed on to 

two by fours which were attached to one side of the chicken coop.  I also 

built some wooden nests in the hope that I would soon be flooded with fresh 

eggs after the little chicks were grown. 

 

I fixed up the shed well with a stall for Annabelle, a water trough and a 

trough for feed which was usually oats that I had purchased from the feed 

store and hay which I had also purchased.  Annabelle seemed happy in the 
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shed and during the day when she was in the stall I kept the door open for 

her. 

 

There were a lot of pheasants in the tall grass close to the Grand River and I 

was able to exercise my marksmanship with the shotgun I brought with me 

to supply myself with nice pheasant dinners from time to time.  I had not yet 

tried my skills to see if I could get an antelope, but that was certainly on my 

mind as something to do in the future. 

 

In early July I purchased twenty sheep - all one year old ewes who would be 

ready for lambing the following spring.  They were the rambouillet breed 

known for excellent wool and also for meat - lamb and mutton.  I knew that 

this breed was well suited for this part of the country and the rich and 

plentiful prairie grass was excellent feed.  I kept them in the corral which 

Ken Fisher had built for me and daily I would spend time letting them out 

and letting them roam a bit on the land.  My experience herding sheep was 

valuable as I knew how to bunch them and keep them from wandering.  

Annabelle and I would ride herd on them for a few hours before bringing 

them back to the corral for the night.  My thoughts went back to the fun I 
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had herding sheep with Buck back in Cando.  He would have been helpful 

here.  I missed him.   

 

I was concerned about coyotes but was told that the coyotes rarely bother 

sheep in a corral because of its close proximity to humans which they 

seemed to understand were a danger to them.   

 

In mid July I was lucky to find a new visitor who would appear in the shed 

from time to time.  This visitor was a rather large bull snake, a harmless and 

non-venomous creature that seemed to have a rather nasty disposition 

whenever he would see me.  He had a ferocious hiss, but I knew that was 

just a bluff and I left him alone.  He (or she - I didn't know) was no threat to 

the chickens which had grown to adulthood and they didn't seem to be afraid 

of him.  Annabelle just seemed to ignore him.   

 

Bull snakes, I knew, were excellent in killing rodents like mice, gophers and 

the like, so I welcomed his company and named him "Hiss" because that's 

what he seemed to be saying to me all the time.  I had also heard, but did not 

know for sure, that bull snakes were deadly enemies of rattlesnakes and 
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could actually kill them.  I hoped that was true and in any event, it gave me 

some degree of comfort. 

 

Haley proved to be a very friendly town and I had made friends with the 

Currie family who invited me to dinner a couple of times.  I was not ready to 

host guests for dinner in my little sod house, but I thought that sometime in 

the future I would cook up a nice dinner just the way mama had taught me 

and even try to make one of her signature apple pies with the rum-raisin 

sauce.   

 

I had no intention of plowing up any of the land for grain crops, but did dig a 

garden that was about fifteen feet wide and thirty feet long.  I planted some 

tomatoes, carrots, onions and lettuce, a short couple of rows of corn and  

some red potatoes to see if I still had some of what papa called my "green 

thumb."  By mid-July the garden was looking pretty good and I thought by 

mid to late August I would have plenty of vegetables.  The lettuce was the 

first bounty that I had and was excellent. 

 

Friday, August 7, 1908 was a memorable day.  I received a letter from Linda 

telling me that she would like to come to Bowman during the first weekend 
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in September and suggested Thursday, September 3 and stay until Sunday, 

September 6.  I was thrilled and immediately answered her letter with an 

enthusiastic "Yes!" 

 

My head was spinning after I read her letter and answered it.  I would feel 

her touch again!  The timing was perfect for me and it wouldn't be cold.  We 

could spend almost three full days with nothing to do except get 

reacquainted and see if there were still those sparks that I had felt on the 

train and in Dickinson just a few months ago.  She had been in my thoughts 

often and I could still see her face through the window as the Northern 

Pacific train left the Dickinson station that morning.  She told me in her 

letter that her train from Miles City would arrive in Bowman at eleven 

o'clock in the morning on Thursday, September 3.   

 

The following four weeks went by too slowly for me and the only thing that 

happened was a boy on a homestead over west was chasing a rattlesnake and 

was bitten.  Not too seriously, though, but it certainly caused a stir in Haley.  

Everybody was on the lookout for snakes even though the boy was bitten 

over in the Teepee Buttes.  I was glad that I had "Hiss" for a neighbor! 
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The chickens were growing quickly and I was impatient in that I wanted 

eggs!  They weren't hard to manage, though, and stayed near the chicken 

coop so long as I had put food out for them daily.  They seemed to know me 

and didn't run away when I walked into the chicken coop or through the yard 

where they were wandering. 

 

Annabelle and I would take the sheep out and drive them around the pasture 

from time to time and let them graze.  They liked the dense prairie grass and 

weren't hard to keep in a small herd.  At night sometimes I would hear the 

barking of coyotes in the distance, but I never had a problem with them 

coming near the sheep or the house.  Some of the neighbors, though, were 

very upset with the coyotes and went on a coyote hunt.  Successful, too, so I 

heard. 

 

On the Monday before I was going to Bowman I received a letter from 

Linda.  She said she was excited about coming to Bowman and had been 

looking forward to seeing me for some time.  She said that her job was going 

well and that it kept her busy and enabled her to become acquainted with a 

lot of local people.  She enjoyed that.  She said that she had a lot to tell me 

when we were together, and that made my mind race because I certainly had 
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a lot to tell her about the adventures I had had over the past few months.  I 

wondered where our friendship might lead us - I was anxious to feel her 

touch again. 

 

At near sunup on Wednesday morning, September 2, 1908, I saddled up 

Annabelle and we set off for Bowman.  I had made arrangements with Ken 

Fisher, whom I had grown to like, to take care of the sheep and feed the 

chickens while I would be gone until Sunday.  Ken was very dependable and 

I had no cause to worry.  I wanted to arrive in Bowman early in the 

afternoon so I would be able to secure a comfortable room in the hotel.   

 

Image 009 

 

On our way to Bowman we passed several farms - ranches they called them 

here - and some had very large threshing machines at work threshing the 

wheat and oats from their crops.  Those were huge machines and it took 

several men to operate not only the thresher but the giant steam engine that 

was powering the long belt connected to the machine.  Someone in Haley 

had told me that there was a man who owned a large thirty two horsepower 

Reeves steam engine, but I didn't know if the ones I saw were the Reeves 
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engines.  They were very tall, almost two stories high, and the threshing 

machine certainly stirred up a lot of dust because I could see a haze of 

golden brown dust from quite a distance from where they were working.   

 

The machine would thresh the grain and throw the straw into a huge pile 

while the grain was pouring into a wagon that had been placed along side.  It 

was certainly an easy way to take care of a wheat, rye or oats crop, I thought, 

and maybe someday I would be a large rancher who could afford to hire 

someone who had such machinery to bring in my own crops!  That is, if I 

ever decided to grow any grain crops. 

 

It was easy to find Bowman because north of the town are two large buttes 

called the Twin Buttes.  They seemed almost identical in size - long with flat 

tops.  They sat side by side - one to the west and the other just east and 

looked to be exactly the same size.   They were a couple of miles away from 

the town and on the road north.  I thought it might be fun if Linda and I 

could ride up there and maybe even hike to the top of one of them. 

 

Bowman was a new town but was growing fast.  It was a major stop for the 

east and west bound Milwaukee Road trains where they could take on coal 
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and water.  It was located just a little north and east of the center of Bowman 

County and that made hauling grain, cattle and wool for shipment east 

convenient for the local ranchers.  I thought it had prospects of growing to a 

larger town like Dickinson. 

 

As I rode down the main street toward the train station at the north end of 

town, I could see the various shops and offices on each side of the street.  

Many of the store fronts looked similar in their structure, all made wood and 

each having a high front with a small ledge at the top of the building.  Some 

were single story buildings and some were two stories.  There was a large 

banner stretched clear across the street between two opposite stores that said, 

"Bowman Welcomes You."  I smiled and felt welcome.   

 

There were several people on each side of the street, many wearing suits 

with white shirts and ties, but all of them appeared to be wearing a hat of 

some sort.  Their clothing was dark in color - dark browns or black.  Some 

of the men were wearing their work clothing - coveralls with shirts of a wide 

variety of multi colored patterns.  Bowman looked like a busy and healthy 

little town. 
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To my right as I rode slowly north on the main street there was a an eight 

mule team that was moving slowly and pulling two large wagons that had 

what appeared to be several very large and stuffed sacks of wool - each sack 

being about ten feet long and about three feet in diameter.  I thought that 

someone had probably sold some wool that had been in storage because 

shearing sheep occurred only in the late spring. 

 

There was a new hotel down at the north end of the main street on the left 

that had a sign which read, "Carter Hotel."   I stopped, tied Annabelle up to 

the hitching post out front, went in and rented a large room until Sunday.  

The hotel clerk told me that it was the biggest room that they had.  I thought 

that Linda would like it because the window that opened to the north 

provided a good view of the Twin Buttes which seemed so close that I could 

reach out and touch them. 

 

The train station in Bowman was only about one hundred yards from the 

Carter Hotel, and after a late breakfast Thursday morning I went to the depot 

almost an hour before Linda's train was due to arrive.  At first there were no 

other people at the station because I was very early and the west bound train 

wouldn't be coming through until mid afternoon.   
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The time couldn't pass quickly enough for me and I found myself walking 

into the small train depot frequently to check the clock on the wall near the 

ticket agent.  There were several people in the depot waiting for the train 

including a couple with three small children.  I wondered where they would 

be going. 

 

Eleven o'clock came and went with no sign of the east bound train.  It was 

late, I assumed, and that wasn't helping me overcome the anxiousness that I 

felt to see Linda again.  At approximately eleven thirty o'clock, I heard the 

distinct sound of a train whistle coming from the west.  Excited, I walked to 

the western edge of the platform and watched as I saw the oncoming engine 

slowly pulling into town and to the station.  It came in slowly, huffing and 

billowing steam, and came to a stop with the two burnt orange, brown and 

black passenger cars directly in front of the depot.  I looked through the clear 

windows as the passenger cars moved slowly past me but didn't see Linda's 

face.  "Probably sitting on the other side," I thought to myself. 

 

I was wearing the same dress that I had worn when I first met her on the 

train from Jamestown to Dickinson.  She would recognize me immediately, I 
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thought, and I was looking for her and remembering the dress that she had 

worn during our trip together.  I hoped that she would be wearing it. 

 

A few passengers began to get off the train - weary looking travelers, I 

thought - but I didn't see Linda.  Several couples, a family with two children, 

a few men in suits, but no single women.  The conductor was standing 

outside the forward passenger car as the passengers departed.   

 

Still no Linda. 

 

I began to feel a little anxious when a passenger got off the train and the 

conductor then looked as though that there would be no more and started 

walking toward the second car from which there were no more passengers 

departing.  I waited for a few more minutes as no one else got off the train, 

and then began to worry.  "Where was Linda," I thought to myself as my 

level of anxiety began to rise. 

 

Some passengers who were obviously waiting to get on the train began to 

move toward both cars and the conductor was obviously asking them to 
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board.  Anxiously I walked over to him and asked him if all of the 

passengers who were getting off the train had disembarked.   

 

"That's all of 'em, miss," he said as he looked at his watch.  "No more." 

 

"Wasn't there a young woman on the train?" I asked.  "I'm waiting for her." 

 

"No, miss.  No young woman aboard." 

 

I was shocked.  I walked past each car looking carefully through the 

windows to see if I could spot her hoping that what I had heard wasn't true.  

I didn't see her. I began to worry.  "Where is she," I wondered.  "Surely she 

must be on board." 

 

But she wasn't, and as soon all the east bound passengers had boarded the 

train, the conductor picked up the small boarding platforms at each of the 

entrances.  When he said in a loud voice, "All aboard," my heart sank.  

Linda wasn't on the train. 
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After the train slowly pulled out of the station, I walked back to the Carter 

Hotel in a daze.  "Why wasn't she on the train?" I asked myself.  "Why?"  

When I got to my room I immediately sat down and wrote a letter to her 

saying that I had met the train and was disappointed that she wasn't aboard.  

I tried not to be emotional in the letter, but I expressed myself clearly and 

asked her if her plans had changed at the last moment and she had been 

unable to contact me.  I reread my letter several times and then went to the 

post office and mailed it to her.   

 

I didn't know what to do with the rest of the day, so I saddled up Annabelle 

and we went for a ride up to the top of the western Twin Butte.  The view of 

the countryside was beautiful.  I could see the little town of Bowman resting 

in the late afternoon sun and I could barely make out the tops of the Cave 

Hills far down in South Dakota to the south.  The view toward Haley was 

blocked by a large butte just south and east of Bowman, but I imagined that I 

could see it from my vantage point.  I had dismounted Annabelle on top of 

the Twin Butte and walked around the loose rocks watching carefully for 

rattlesnakes.  Somehow being high up on the butte made me feel closer to 

Linda and thoughts of her raced through my head.  The fresh air and clear 
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skies brought me some relief.  I found myself looking westward toward 

Miles City.  Wondering. 

 

After some time of walking and thinking on top of the Butte, I mounted 

Annabelle and we walked slowly back into town where I returned her to the 

stable, went to the hotel, had a small supper even though I did not feel like 

eating - I had visions of having supper with Linda and engaging in a 

wonderful conversation. 

 

I had trouble sleeping through the night and twice got out of bed and sat in 

my chair looking out in the dark northern sky at the shadows of the Twin 

Buttes.  Wondering.  Thinking.  All sorts of scenarios went through my 

head.  What was the explanation?  I didn't know. 

 

The next morning I again put on my dress and with some slight hope met the 

train from Miles City.  Again, no Linda.  Feeling quite sad, disappointed and 

somewhat forlorn, I changed into my work clothing, checked out of the 

Carter Hotel, and began the twenty mile journey back to Haley.  Alone. 
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I arrived back home shortly after sunset, stabled Annabelle, paid my respects 

to Hiss, checked on the sheep and chickens and went to bed where I slept 

only fitfully.  The next morning was Sunday and I spent the day wondering 

why Linda didn't come to Bowman to meet me.  She seemed truly excited.  

Annabelle and I went for a long ride over toward the Teepee Buttes where I 

had never been before and from the top of one of the buttes I could see the 

Twin Buttes of Bowman.  I looked toward the west.  Wondering.   

 

On Monday I checked with the Mr. Currie, the postmaster, to see if I had 

received a letter from her but there was none.  Disappointed again, I returned 

to my homestead and spent the day in my garden, pulling carrots, digging 

potatoes, and gathering the lush tomatoes that I had successfully been able to 

grow.  I put the carrots and potatoes in the root cellar on the shelves I had 

built for storage.  Fortunately the root cellar was dry even though during the 

previous couple of months we had experienced several hard rains. 

 

I kept busy over the next week cleaning around the homestead and mowing 

some of the prairie grass in the open field with the help of Ken Fisher who 

had a mower pulled by a horse.  We stacked the hay at the side of the corral 

near the shed and I thought I would probably have enough to last over the 
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coming winter.  Pitching the hay and building a near perfectly round 

haystack was hard work, but kept me occupied. 

 

The following Monday, September 14, I was visiting the Currie Store in 

Haley when Mr. Currie said, "Bess, there's a letter here for you." 

 

It was from Miles City but not from Linda.  It was from a Mrs. Joan 

Williams.  I took the letter back to my homestead wondering what it might 

contain.  After I had fed the sheep and chickens and had bedded down 

Annabelle for the night I went into the house and opened the letter, almost 

dreading to what it might contain. 

 

It read: 

 

Dear Miss Parker: 

 

We received your letter to my niece, Linda Herbert, today.  I understand you 

were a good friend.  She spoke fondly of you. 
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I must regretfully inform you that on Wednesday, September 2, there was a 

fire at the clothing store where Linda worked.  She was trapped in the 

basement and by the time the volunteer firemen got her out, she had already 

suffocated from the smoke.   

 

Yours in sorrow,  

Joan Williams 

 

I was stunned.  Dumbstruck.  I dropped the letter and stood in shock for a 

moment. 

 

Then I picked up the letter and walked outside and looked westward toward 

Miles City in the sunset. 

 

I read the letter again in disbelief. 

 

I dropped it again and fell to my knees. 

 

Then I screamed. 
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Chapter Ten 

 

I don't know how long I spent on my knees in front of my house and it was 

Wednesday before I felt like eating anything.  I spent the nights curled up 

like a child, just lying on my side on the bed staring at the wall.  What had 

happened seemed surreal and sometimes I would sit up believing that it just 

wasn't real.  It couldn't be.   

 

I felt that my belly was tied up in a big knot.  I wondered why I had tears but 

didn't cry. As a child I mama told me that she could count the number of 

times she saw me cry on one hand.  She said that I didn't cry even when I 

burned my hand on the stove when I was three years old.  I felt like crying 

now but didn't know how to do it.   

 

Feeding the chickens, sheep, and Annabelle was difficult.  Not so much 

doing the work because that was easy.  Just having to get up and think about 

something else was hard to do.  I didn't have anyone to talk to so I talked to 

Annabelle and that seemed to help.  I even talked to Hiss.  Whenever I went 

outside and moved from one place to another I would feel fine for a moment, 

but then the grief would follow me and I would be engulfed again. 
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I was looking for an explanation of what had happened but found none.  On 

Wednesday morning I sat down and wrote a letter to Linda telling her how I 

felt and that I hoped that what I had heard wasn't true.  Somehow that made 

me feel better but I was aware of reality enough that I didn't mail it.  Instead 

I put it in an envelope and hid it with some futile hope, I suppose, that I 

would discover it someday and find that everything was alright.  That didn't 

make any real sense to me, but it made me feel better and that was all that 

counted. 

 

When I was a very young child, my Uncle Stephen died.  He was mama's 

brother and lived in Illinois.  I remember that mama cried a lot and I 

wondered why she couldn't just get over it.  I had never met Uncle Stephen 

so I couldn't share in her sorrow nor did I comprehend the way she felt.  She 

told me that you just don't get over something like this.  You have to learn to 

live with it.  I started telling that to myself over and over again.  I had to 

learn to live with it.  That meant that I had to get busy doing something so I 

decided to build an extension on the shed in order to have more room to 

keep the sheep when winter came.   
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I went into Haley and talked to Mr. Feist at the lumber yard and he agreed to 

send Ken Fisher out to my place the next day with the posts and lumber we 

would need.  I also went to the Currie Store and found myself with a faint 

hope that there might be a letter from Linda or her aunt saying that the whole 

thing had been a mistake.  Of course there was no letter or mail of any kind.  

When I walked out of the store, I saw some blue cloth on the shelf just next 

to the door – the same blue that I remembered Linda wearing when she 

boarded the train in Dickinson.  Tears came to my eyes as the wave of grief 

washed over me and I rode back to the homestead with sadness and sorrow 

as my only companions. 

 

It had been rather chilly the past two mornings and I suspected that we 

would soon be having morning frosts.  So I spent the afternoon in the garden 

picking what tomatoes remained on the vines, pulling carrots, and digging 

potatoes for storage in the root cellar.   

 

The next morning Ken arrived with a wagon loaded with posts and lumber.   

He measured out the spot on the south side of the shed where he could 

extend what I already had by about forty feet to give me enough room for 

my sheep.  Over the next three days he built the small shed and was actually 
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very pleasant to have around because I had someone to talk to.  I didn’t tell 

him about Linda, but I think he could sense that I was sad about something.  

We talked mostly about what winters in Haley were like and Ken told me 

that I should have a way to keep the coal dry during the winter.  He said that 

it wouldn't take much time to build a little coal bin, and after a little thought, 

I told him to go ahead. 

 

We were fortunate in this area because there was an abundance of coal 

mines.  The coal was lignite - ideal to use in the cooking ranges and it left 

only a small amount of light grey ash.  I had been taking a small bucket into 

Haley from time to time and bringing it back full of coal.  That wasn't hard 

to do, but it would be much easier to have a good supply at home and not 

worry about having to ride even the short mile into town during a blizzard or 

bitter cold.   

 

Ken built the wooden bin on the south side of the house between the front of 

the house and the window.  The bin was about eight feet long, four feet wide 

and four feet tall and the lid had heavy hinges on the back.  The bottom of 

the bin was about four inches off the ground so that ground water, if any, 

wouldn't seep in.  He seemed very satisfied with his work.  "That'll keep 
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your coal dry, Miss Parker.  Won't have to go diggin' in the snow.  Will hold 

at least half a ton." 

 

I smiled when I thought of Ken's suggesting the coal bin because I knew that 

Mr. Feist also sold lignite coal.  "Ken was being a salesman," I thought to 

myself, and that made me smile again. I think it was the first time I had 

smiled since learning of Linda's death.   

 

It would be actually cheaper to buy a larger amount of coal than bucket by 

bucket because a small bucket cost ten cents but you could buy a ton of coal 

for a dollar and fifty cents.  So the coal bin was a good idea economically as 

well as convenience.  Trying to make it sound innocent, I asked Ken, "Do 

you think I can get some coal from the lumber yard?" 

 

"Sure, Miss Parker," he said.  "Bring it to you tomorrow and fill up the bin!"  

He seemed genuinely pleased. 

 

I smiled again as I walked back to the house.  It actually felt good to smile.  

I'm glad I was able to do it. 
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The September days passed by quickly and it had been unusually warm for 

this time of year according to some of the people in Haley who had been 

here for several years.  The open prairies were a golden brown, flush with 

the lush prairie grass that waved in the brisk hot wind that had been blowing 

steadily for the past few days making the countryside quite dry.  The Grand 

River was flowing, but was nearly at a trickle at the place where we could 

ford it just west of the bridge.  Tumbleweeds were rolling across the open 

fields and where there were fences they would pile up and stretch the fence 

wires.  There were many haystacks on parts of the prairie where 

homesteaders had mowed the hay and stacked the grass into large round and 

sometimes oblong stacks for feed for the upcoming winter. 

 

I was in the Currie Store talking to Mr. Currie when we heard a rustle 

outside from a man who had ridden swiftly into town.  We heard him shout 

as he stopped near the store with words that ranchers dread, "Prairie Fire!" 

 

We all rushed outside as the man dismounted from his horse just in front of 

the saloon across the street.  He shouted the words again and pointed toward 

the west.  "Prairie Fire!" 
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It was an unmistakable sight.  Far to the west on the Teepee Buttes we could 

see billows of smoke rising from the plains and the yellow-orange line of 

fire that was moving slowly down the eastern part of the central buttes.   

 

Prairie fires are monsters of destruction, consuming everything in their 

paths.  The bone dry grass had been cured by the ceaseless winds and 

provide perfect fuel.  When prairie fires get out of control, they seem to 

create their own winds that further drives their fury.  They are known to 

jump rivers and follow paths created solely by the prevailing winds as well 

as the winds they themselves create.  When they are intense, they suck air 

toward the line of fire, sometimes called a headfire, and this flow of air 

further intensifies the blaze.  They are very dangerous and totally 

unpredictable. 

 

The fire was several miles to the west, but that didn't mean that Haley itself 

was safe.  We could smell the acrid smoke and see the billowing clouds, 

sometimes even seeing the flames.  The man who sounded the alarm had 

been successful because from nearly every building in town, men were 

rushing out to saddle their horses and go west to fight the fire.   
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I was worried because although the fire was several miles to the west, my 

homestead was in danger as well.  During the summer, however, the Harland 

family who had homesteaded west of my place had plowed up about fifty 

acres of virgin land in preparation of planting grain crops the following year.  

Those fifty acres consisted of a long strip of plowed ground and bare soil 

stretching from the Grand River south that was approximately nine hundred 

feet wide and half a mile long.  Hopefully it would serve as a fire barrier for 

me, but that was only hope because I had no experience with what prairie 

fires could do. 

  

The primary weapon we had to fight the fire was a combination of water in 

barrels on the wagons that could carry three or four barrels of water that 

came from the Grand River fording area in front of the town and from the 

crossing area near the Lee homestead about a mile in front of the headfire.  

 

We didn't pour water on the fire - there wasn't enough water to do that.  

Instead we used blankets soaked with water or gunny sacks made out of 

burlap.  The men and even some children would take the soaked blankets or 

burlap and beat on the fire if it wasn't too intense and, more important, beat 

the grass ahead of the fire where sparks had flown to prevent the fire from 
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spreading.  There must have been at least two hundred men, women and 

children beating the fire. 

 

The blaze spread rapidly eastward off the eastern buttes and into the open 

prairie grass on the gently rolling hills and level plain between the Teepee 

Buttes and Haley.  There were two homesteads that were almost entirely 

burned - houses, barns and fences.  One of the homesteaders lost his 

livestock that were trapped in a fenced in pasture.  The most spectacular 

sights were the burning of the Hagen homestead barn and the several 

haystacks that were in the open fields.   

 

Where the hay had been mowed and stacked proved the best places to fight 

the fire because the grass had been cut nearly to the ground and the fire 

simply did not have the fuel to either burn rapidly or spread. 

 

Fighting the fire went on into the night and looking at the Teepee Buttes 

from well over five miles to the east we could see patches of yellow-orange 

flames that were still burning haystacks and areas of tall grass but 

fortunately the wind had died down and the fire was not spreading so fast.  

Many of the men spent the entire night fighting the spread of the fire and 
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most of the following day carefully combing the area that had not already 

burned in front of the fire and all over the charred landscape of what were 

now the blackened Teepee Buttes.   

 

The Hagen homestead had burned to the ground with only a desolate flatness 

and a pile of rubble on the homestead site to serve as a reminder of where 

there was once a thriving and happy family.  In the evening of the second 

day when the fire had been brought under control and had basically been put 

out all across the front, I made a large pot of stew from beef given to me by 

the Haley butcher shop and from vegetables that I had stored in my root 

cellar.  About 20 men who had been fighting the fire came to the homestead 

and ate their fill - some even having two or more servings. 

 

One of the men was a familiar face to me.  He was "Doc" - the driver of the 

freight wagon from Dickinson to Haley who had hauled my trunks when I 

arrived.  He remembered me. 

 

"All settled in, huh?" he said.  "Lucky we stopped the fire.  Hagen's weren't 

so lucky.  Too bad." 
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"First prairie fire I've ever seen," I said.  "Hope it's the last one, too.  You 

still driving the freight?" 

 

"Now and then," he said.  "Mainly I'm raising horses on my spread east of 

Haley.  Got about forty of them.  Two year olds." 

 

We talked as the sun set in the west over the black Teepee Buttes and the 

wind had died down to the point where the air seemed perfectly still.  I 

learned that he had come to the Haley area about ten years ago from 

Galesburg, Illinois.  His name was Chris Stewart and he seemed quite 

interesting, handsome, very well educated, and could carry on a meaningful 

conversation.  He was obviously exhausted of almost thirty six straight hours 

of fire fighting and asked me if I wouldn't mind if he got some sleep in the 

shed.  "I can just sleep in the hay," he said.  "Just too tuckered out to ride the 

eight miles to my place." 

 

"Sure, Chris," I said.  "We'll stable your horse next to Annabelle.  If you see 

a bull snake, just ignore him.  He's a pet.  Name is Hiss."  Chris laughed. 
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Within ten minutes we had fed and stabled his horse and Chris had fallen 

asleep in the small pile of hay near the open door of the shed.  I closed the 

door but didn't lock it shut and thought he could sleep just as long as he 

wanted.  In the morning I would feed him a good breakfast before he headed 

back to his ranch.  Somehow it felt good to have a man around the 

homestead.  But I began to realize that I was a single woman living alone far 

from anyone else and quite vulnerable.  So I took my loaded revolver out of 

my carrying bag and slept with it under my pillow. 

 

The next morning I awoke just before sunup, lit the stove and made some 

corn meal mush, cut some bacon and waited for Chris to stir from the shed.  

When I went out to get a pail of water from the well, I heard the shed door 

open and Chris came out looking much more refreshed than the completely 

tired out man with whom I had spoken before. 

 

"Mornin', Bess," he said in a cheerful voice.  He looked to the west at the 

coal-black charred Teepee Buttes.  "They look bad now," he said, "but wait 

'til spring. They'll be green again." 

 

"That quick," I asked? 
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"A good burn helps the prairie," he said.  "Fire ain't all bad.  Cleans up a lot 

of stuff that's not needed." 

 

"Want some breakfast," I asked?   

 

"Sure could use some, Miss," he said.   

 

Other than Ken Fisher who would came to the place to help build the 

homestead, Chris was the first man to be inside my simple dwelling.  "Sure 

is nice, Miss Parker," he said.  I noticed that he usually called me Miss 

Parker but now and then he would call me by my first name. 

 

"Call me Bess, Chris."  

 

"OK, Bess.  Call me Doc.  Everyone else does.  Good breakfast." 

 

I made pancakes for him but didn't have any of the choke cherry syrup that I 

had tasted with Linda when we were in Dickinson.  I made a mental note to 

myself to ask Mr. Currie at the store where I could get some. 
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Chris finished his breakfast, thanked me, and went out to saddle his horse.  I 

came out of the house as he was getting ready to leave. 

 

"Make sure you keep your door locked, Bess.  Can't be sure that it's always 

safe around here, what with all the cowhands and drifters who come 

through." 

 

"I keep it locked tight," I said.  "Thanks, Chris.  It was good to see you 

again." 

 

"Thanks for letting me get some rest."  And with a wave, he rode of toward 

Haley. 
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Chapter Eleven 

 

I felt that I was becoming well adjusted to life on the homestead and in the 

little town of Haley.  I had written several times to mama and papa telling 

them what I was doing, but in the most recent letter I received from mama, 

she complained a little bit that I hadn't provided them with any details about 

what life was like around here.  So I spent the afternoon writing a long letter 

to her describing what I thought she might find interesting and posted it the 

next day. 

 

The roads around Haley were primitive and mainly consisted of well worn 

ruts in the tough prairie sod.  They were suitable for the main kinds of 

transportation, however, such as horseback, buckboards, freight wagons, and 

an occasional fancy surrey.  One of the better roads was the Bowman-Belle 

Fourche stage route which passed through this area west of my homestead 

around the Lee place just this side of the Teepee Buttes.  When it was 

muddy, however, none of the roads were any good - especially to the south 

where there was a lot of gumbo. 
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On a Sunday in mid October, a man from Scranton caused a real stir in 

Haley.  He had driven down that morning from Scranton, about twelve miles 

north, in a new Model T Ford automobile.  It was all black in color.  I had 

never seen an automobile up close before, and for part of the afternoon he 

took some of the people in town, including me, for a short ride to the edge of 

town and back.  I enjoyed the ride but thought the thing was a bit noisy and 

it certainly jerked a lot.  Apparently he had driven it to Scranton all the way 

from Minneapolis. 

 

There was a new school in Haley and it consisted of one large room where 

there were about fifteen desks of different sizes and shapes.  It was called the 

Wilson School and the teacher was a rather plump woman with rosy cheeks 

named Mrs. Wilsie.  She was an older woman and Mr. Currie told me that 

she would be retiring in a couple of years.  She taught grades one through 

eight and only two of the grade levels had more than one student.  The kids 

seemed happy and sometimes when I would ride into town I would see them 

playing games like tag or hide-and-seek in the yard around the schoolhouse. 

 

Women mostly wore long dresses and had their hair worn in a roll or "pug" 

as they called it.  Young girls usually had their hair in pigtails and wore 
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dresses that were a little shorter.  The boys wore pants and baggy shirts and 

sometimes knickers.  I was a little different, I suppose, because I generally 

wore my work clothing consisting of a loose work shirt and slacks or rather 

baggy pants.  Most of the women wore high laced or buttoned shoes that 

were black in color, but I preferred boots.   

 

I usually would purchase cream, milk and butter at the creamery, but 

intended to get a cow sometime during the next spring so I could supply 

myself.  Fortunately my leghorn chickens had begun to lay eggs and on a 

weekly basis I could take about three dozen into town and sell them for 

about eight cents a dozen. 

 

The water from my well was good for drinking, but not for washing clothes - 

especially anything white.  For that water I had a rain barrel which was just a 

rain barrel in name only because it never was filled with rain.  Instead, I 

would get some soft spring water from the Currie Store which Ken Fisher 

would bring in a wagon about once every two or three weeks.  I could wash 

and rinse the whites in that water and there would be no rusty stains. 

 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
164 

Haley had one doctor, Dr. John Poppe.  He was a nice man and provided 

whatever general medical services were needed in the town, but if something 

was difficult, patients would go to Bowman or sometimes even to Dickinson 

to be treated.   

 

Home remedies were of all kinds.  One particularly funny one that old man 

Lee used at the Lee homestead.  One of his grandchildren who was eight 

years old had a bad earache and since he was smoking his pipe, he spent 

some time blowing smoke into her ear.  Somehow her pain was relieved and 

he never knew if was the heat from the smoke or the nicotine.  I don't think, 

however, that Dr. Poppe used that method of treatment. 

 

Chest colds were treated with soft, warm and moist masses of material such 

as onions kept in place by a cloth.  These were called "poultices" and were 

thought to relieve soreness and inflammation.  To treat a bad cough, the 

medicine for that usually was a hefty dose of brandy mixed with brown 

sugar. 

 

There was one church in town, a Lutheran church, and since I wasn't 

religious at all, I never attended services.  I suppose people in town thought I 
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was an atheist or something, but I really didn't care.  Church never did 

anything much for me and I only went to a church social one time and didn't 

enjoy myself. 

 

I learned that I had sort of a reputation as being more like a man than a 

woman because I never wore a dress - just my work clothing - and I didn't 

wear my hair like the other women nor did I wear typical women's shoes.  

That was fine with me because I didn't have any desire to look like a typical 

woman and didn't spend any time trying to be attractive to men.  Except for 

"Doc" who was becoming a good friend and who I think was attracted to me.   

 

My attraction to him was purely for friendship - not physical - much like 

how I felt about Jake back in Cando.  Those feelings made me wonder from 

time to time if I was strange.  The only physical attraction that I had 

experienced that made my skin tingle was when I was lying close to Linda.  

Whenever I thought of that experience and of her warm and sensual touch, I 

would think of how I missed her and longed for that touch - something that I 

would never experience again. 
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One night I had a dream about Linda.  I was in Bowman waiting for the train 

and when it arrived, she got off the train.  She had arrived!  She walked 

toward me smiling, but when she got close to me and reached out her hand 

to touch me, I woke up.  That was frustrating.  I wanted to feel her touch.  I 

tried to go back to sleep and pick up the dream where it had left off, but was 

unsuccessful. 

 

When I went into Haley and stopped at the Currie store, Mr. Currie told me 

that during the past week they had gone north almost to Belfield, North 

Dakota where they had picked choke cherries.  He had plenty and when I 

told him about the choke cherry syrup that I tried in Dickinson, he gave me 

nearly a half bushel as well as a recipe to make the syrup.  I could make it 

and store it in my root cellar.  That was my project for the next day and it 

was successful. 

 

Early October was the time to breed my sheep and I paid another 

homesteader, Ralph Palcewski, for the use of one of his Rambouillet  rams 

for three weeks.  I knew that ewes come into estrus (heat) every seventeen 

days or so and that the estrus period would last about twenty four to thirty 

six hours.  At the end of the three week period, Mr. Palcewski came and got 
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his ram.  I had high hopes that in the spring I would be seeing new lambs 

and that my herd of sheep - albeit small - would grow. 

 

Snow came with a vengeance on the tenth of December 1908.  It reminded 

me of some of the heavy snows we had back in Cando, but here the wind 

blew it across the prairie and sometimes it would look like it was snowing 

horizontally.  My sod house was warm and cozy because the thick walls and 

the sod on the roof provided excellent insulation.  Fortunately Ken Fisher 

and Mr. Feist had done an excellent job in sealing the windows and doors 

and I was thankful that they had taken so much care in building the house.  I 

had no trouble with drifting snow at the front of the house or on the side 

where I needed to have access to the coal bin.   

 

The shed door was free from snowdrifts too, and I could easily open and 

close the shed doors - one to the stable where Annabelle seemed very 

comfortable and to the corral to let the sheep out from time to time for 

access to the hay and water.  I would routinely have to break the ice that 

formed in the water trough outside, but the water didn't freeze in the trough 

for Annabelle inside the shed.  My well had a cover on top and since the 
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water level was about twenty feet down from the top, the water didn't freeze 

and that certainly removed one of my fears.   

 

It was relatively easy to ride into town even when the snow was rather deep 

and the bridge over the Grand River provided easy access.  During a break in 

the snowstorm, I went into town to fetch some supplies and saw Doc who 

had apparently come to the Currie Store for the same purpose.  He seemed 

delighted to see me. 

 

"Hi, Bess!" he said.  "Looks like you ain't snowed in!" 

 

"Not too bad at the place," I said.  "Pretty easy to get into town and I'm glad 

I live close." 

 

Doc asked me if it would be alright if he came over to see me for a visit the 

coming Sunday afternoon.  I was a bit surprised, but always enjoyed our 

conversation so I said, "Yes."  He said that he would be coming sometime 

after noon.  Curiously, I began to look forward to his visit. 
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Doc came at three o'clock on Sunday afternoon - a little later than I had 

expected him to arrive.  The sky was clear and the snow wasn't blowing very 

much and after we put his horse in the shed with Annabelle, we went into 

the house to visit. 

 

"Brought you a present, Bess," he said as he handed me a long tube wrapped 

in green and red Christmas paper.  "Open it!  Hope you like it." 

 

It was a nice calendar for 1910 with pictures of horses - different breeds for 

each month.  "Hope you don't mind horses," he said. 

 

I smiled and said, "Very nice, Doc.  Will remind me of you because of your 

love for them."  I took the calendar and hung it on the wall between the front 

window and the door.   

 

We talked for a couple of hours mainly about what had been going on 

around Haley and about the effects of the prairie fire.  He told me that there 

had been another fire further east about thirty miles down toward Lemmon 

and that it had been quite severe - worse than the one we had.  A couple of 

people had lost their lives. 
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I knew that Doc's homestead was east of Haley but wasn't exactly sure if it 

was on the Grand River or not.  "No," he said, "it's about five miles east of 

Haley and two miles north of the river.  Pretty good spot.  Good for raising 

horses." 

 

Image 010 

 

I had shot a couple of pheasants and had cooked them for supper along with 

some potatoes and carrots which I had fetched from the root cellar.  I had 

also baked a couple of loaves of bread - the first ones that I had baked since 

coming here and I used mama's recipe.  It was pretty good, but I thought that 

somehow mama's tasted better. 

 

After cleaning up after supper we talked some more, this time about where 

he had come from in Illinois.  He told me that his family had originally come 

from Scotland many years ago and that one of his ancestors had been a long 

time Governor of the State of Rhode Island.  He also told me that another 

ancestor before him was Roger Williams, the founder of the colony of 
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Rhode Island.  "He's definitely a yankee," I thought to myself.  I found it 

interesting that his ancestors were Scottish as were mine. 

 

It was now dark outside and somehow I began to feel that Doc wanted me to 

invite him to spend the night.  That was something that was definitely not on 

my mind and although I liked Doc and enjoyed his company, I felt no 

physical attraction to him and certainly did not want to have him in my bed 

overnight.  That would have led to problems which I not only wanted to 

avoid, but that I didn't find desirable.   

 

After feeling somewhat uncomfortable about what I thought he had on his 

mind, I told him that I was feeling rather tired and needed to get some sleep.  

He looked a bit disappointed, but took the hint.  He rose from the table and 

began to leave. 

 

"Thanks, Bess, for the dinner.  Sure liked talking with you," he said as he 

walked to the door. 

 

"Thank you, Doc, for the calendar," I said.  Then without thinking I said, 

"Maybe we can do this again sometime." 
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A smile immediately came on his face and he said, "I'd like that.  Very 

much." 

 

Doc had been so very polite and interesting, and I liked him.  Somehow I did 

want him to come back for another visit because he made me feel 

comfortable in a friendship sort of way.  I put on my overcoat and went to 

the shed and visited him for a short time as he saddled up his horse.  He left 

toward Haley and waved goodbye to him.  As he rode away I couldn't help 

but notice how comfortable he appeared riding a horse.  An excellent 

horseman, I thought. 

 

Doc came over for a visits in both January and early February before the big 

snow came and I began to considerably enjoy his company.  He made no 

hints to me on either occasion that he wanted to spend the night, and for that 

I was relieved.  I offered him no encouragement. 

 

The winter was cold but not so severe as I had expected.  There was 

considerable snow during January, but the temperature went below zero 

degrees only a couple of times.  In February we had the "big snow" that 
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people around here warned me about.  It came with the Chinook winds that 

were warm and made the snow melt quickly.  That made the river run wild 

because it simply did not have the capacity to handle all the water from the 

melted snow.   It swept away the bridge in Haley and I found out later that 

the bridge washed out just a few moments after Dr. Poppe had crossed it 

with his horse and buggy.  He was lucky not to have been killed. 

 

Others were not so lucky.  While the river was still up and over its banks, 

one of the local men set up a raft ferry to enable people to cross.  That was 

very dangerous, though, and one man fell off the raft and was swept away.  

There were others whose lives were claimed by the raging water, too, but 

those accidents happened down river and quite a distance from Haley. 

 

The town itself was not flooded, but the high water which lasted for about a 

week and a half severely disrupted traffic flow across the river and I was 

unable to get into town for a full two weeks.  When the water level of the 

river had dropped to near normal, we had to use the old crossing which had 

been altered significantly by the water flow but was still reasonably easy to 

cross.  But that didn't last very long.  
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We had another significant snow storm in late February but this time we had 

no Chinooks.  The snow stayed on the ground until the middle of  March 

when the big melting time came.  There were a few days when the 

temperature rose to nearly seventy degrees.  On the one hand it was a relief 

to know that spring was arriving and I was looking forward to lambing time 

which I calculated would be sometime in early April.  I could tell that most 

of the ewes were pregnant and I took great care to keep them well fed in the 

hopes that I would soon almost double the size of my herd.   

 

On the other hand, the fast melting snow again had a major effect on the 

Grand River that flowed through the area between my homestead and Haley.  

The river wound its way through Haley from the west and was known to 

occasionally flood.  About five miles to the west and up the Grand River 

from here, another small creek, Spring Creek, joined the Grand River and 

increased the water flow downstream. 

 

There were many river bends around buttes and hills, and the river had cut 

bluffs along its path, with some of those bends being rather sharp.  As the 

frozen river ice melted, it would drift into these bends and create what they 

call ice jams.  These would be like mini dams that would back up the water 
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for several miles and flood the low lying areas around the course of the river.  

That wasn't so much of a problem for us in the Haley area except for when 

the ice jams would give way.  When that happened, the river would start to 

flood up and over the banks east of the sharp river bends and cause great 

damage. 

 

This time we had another significant flooding but it didn't last so long as the 

earlier one in February that took out the steel bridge to Haley.   Fortunately 

for us not much damage was done locally, but after the water receded and 

we were able to ford the river, I went into Haley and found out that 

homesteaders downstream had suffered considerable damage.   There had 

even been some fatalities. 

 

April came with the snow fully melted and I was looking forward to seeing 

the green of the pastures again along with the bloom of the spring flowers - 

especially the beautiful purple crocuses.  I had spent time fixing up the place 

and recovering from the snow damage which was minor.  The ewes looked 

like they were almost ready for lambing and I had purchased several 

lambing tents - little canvas tents that were approximately four feet by four 
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feet in size with steel supports in each corner.  I felt prepared for lambing to 

come and was anxiously awaiting it to begin. 

 

I purchased a lift pump system for my well and had the well digger, Art 

Paulson, come to the place to install it.  Now I would be able to simply 

pump the water instead of using the water bucket tied to the rope and pulley.  

I still kept the pulley and bucket because Mr. Paulson told me that the pumps 

sometime freeze in the winter.  I was beginning to feel very good about my 

place. 

 

Then it happened.  The unthinkable. 

 

I was sound asleep in the very early morning when I felt a sharp push in the 

middle of my back.  Then I heard a voice.  A terrible low sounding voice 

much like a growl.  "Don't move.  I have a knife," 

 

I felt the sharp point of what must have been the knife in the middle of the 

back of my neck.  "Turn over and don't say anything.  I'll kill ya if you do." 

 

I was terrified but turned slowly over.   
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In front of me was a hulking shadow of a man whose face was covered by a 

bandana and I could see the large knife pointed directly at my face.   

 

"Just do as I say," the hulking figure said.  He pulled down the quilt that was 

covering me and roughly pulled up my nightgown.  I had a terrible sense of 

what he was about to do. 

 

"Move or say anything and I'll kill you," he said. 

 

Then for a time which seemed to me to be an eternity, he placed himself on 

top of me, forced my legs apart, and raped me.  I thought about resisting 

him, but some rational thought that I was able to muster from my terrified 

mind told me to be quiet and just let him do what he wanted to do. 

 

It was a terrible feeling - being violated - and I tried to mask my instincts to 

shudder with horror in fear of what else he might do to me.  I had never had 

sex before and if this was what it was like, I didn't want to ever have 

anything to do with it again.   

 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
178 

I could smell him - the smell of stale beer and what I thought were probably 

rotting teeth and a filthy mouth.  It hurt.  Oh, how it hurt.  I tried to keep 

from wincing from the pain and the sound of his disgusting grunts as he 

went about his business.  Fear and disgust swept over me, but I still managed 

to keep silent. 

 

When he finished, he growled at me, "Did you like it?" 

 

I didn't say anything and then he almost shouted, "Did you like it?" 

 

I gathered all the strength that I could and responded quietly, "Yes." 

 

Then he said just one word.  "Bitch!" 

 

He then seemed in a rush and got up, pulled up his pants and laughed.  "You 

say anything about this, bitch, and I'll come back and kill ya." 

 

I didn't recognize the voice as someone whom I had heard in town, and 

assumed that he must be some drifter, hired hand or cowboy who had 

carefully planned what he wanted to do. 
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"Say anything, bitch, and you're dead!  Remember that!" he said as he 

opened the door and went out to mount his horse and ride away.  He left the 

door wide open and I could feel the cold, wet breeze flowing inside. 

 

Instinctively I immediately got up, went over to my trunk which was beside 

the bed, opened it, and took out my Winchester 30-30 high powered rifle.  It 

was loaded and I went to the open door and looked out into the darkness.  In 

a distance riding away at a trot I saw the shadows of the man.  I cocked the 

rifle, took careful aim, and fired again and again.  At the sound of the shots 

he started galloping away as fast as he could and I continued to fire until the 

gun was empty. 

 

I raced over to the trunk and it seemed to take forever for me to reload the 

rifle and I went again back to the door fearing that he might be coming back.  

But I saw nothing. 

 

I sat down in my living room chair and slowly the reality of what had 

happened started to sink in.  I had been forcefully raped.  Fortunately he 
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didn't cut me with his knife except that later I found a small pin prick cut on 

my neck. 

 

I sat in the chair with the gun fully loaded with the door wide open in fear of 

his coming back.  How long I sat there I don't remember, but by the time I 

got up the sun had come up and it was fully light outside. 

 

Then I felt somehow that he wouldn't come back, and put the gun down 

beside me. 

 

Then, for the first time in my life, I cried uncontrollably. 
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Chapter Twelve 

 

I spent nearly all of the morning washing myself over and over again.  I felt 

unclean - dirty - disgusted with myself.  My thoughts were mostly those of 

anger at myself for letting this happen to me and because I had not been 

prepared to ward off the attacker. 

 

I didn't know what to do except to cleanse myself and try to wash away 

everything about that disgusting man.  I was sore, aching, and experiencing 

some bleeding which frightened me.  Should I go to the doctor?  Should I 

tell someone?  If so, who?  My thoughts raced from solution to solution.  I 

felt helpless - fearing that he might come back and attack me again and 

fearing what might happen if I told anyone.  People would talk.  They would 

stare at me.  They would think I was unclean. I had thought about sex in the 

past and wondered what it would be like my first time.  I never imagined it 

would be anything like this.  Disgusting. 

 

When I went out to feed the animals, I carried my loaded revolver and was 

afraid when I opened the door of the shed that he might be inside.  I was 
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prepared to shoot.  Somehow, though, I hoped he would be there.  I wanted 

to kill that man. 

 

I wondered who he was and could not remember ever seeing him before or 

hearing his voice.  Certainly not someone from town.  There had been 

several men who had come to my place during the prairie fire.  Most of them 

were either from town or from other homesteads in the area, but there were a 

few whom I had never seen either before or since.  "Probably one of those," 

I thought to myself.  "Drifter or cowboy." 

 

That night I didn't sleep at all.  I sat upright in my chair facing the front door 

with my shotgun loaded.  Some of the time I was hoping that the door would 

quietly open and he would try to sneak in again.  I would be ready for him 

and this time would welcome him my way.  I wanted him to come back.  I 

wouldn't hesitate to kill him. 

 

Staying up with my shotgun loaded became my routine for the next week or 

so.  I became nocturnal and was fully awake at night and during the day I 

would occasionally nap - again with my loaded revolver in my hand and a 

chair blocking the locked door.  On the practical side, I thought that my new 
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sleep cycle would fit in well with the nocturnal habits of my sheep when 

they went into lambing which would be any day now. 

 

When I went into Haley about a week and a half after the rape, I found 

myself looking from side to side and occasionally behind me with the fear 

that somehow I might see him again.  I had my loaded revolver in my bag in 

case I might see him and if I did I would shoot him in broad daylight - right 

in the middle of town, in front of everyone and while looking at him directly 

in the face. 

 

Doc was at the Currie Store when I went in to check my mail and to buy a 

new shovel.  When he saw me he smiled and walked over.  "Mornin' Bess," 

he said. 

 

He startled me slightly, but I recovered quickly and said, “Mornin’, Doc.”  

 

“Been worried a bit about you what with the flood and all,” he said.  

“Lambin’ time about here.  Ready for it?" 
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"Yes, any day now," I said.  Somehow I felt comfortable talking with Doc.  

He seemed so friendly, kind, and safe.  "Stop by sometime?" I asked without 

thinking. 

 

Doc smiled and quickly said, "Sunday?" 

 

"I'd like that," I said.  "Early afternoon?" 

 

"Will be there."  Doc looked like he had gotten all the supplies he had come 

for and rather than having his horse, he was pulling a wagon loaded with 

what appeared to be tools and sacks of feed.    

 

Doc arrived at my homestead promptly at one o'clock on Sunday.  It was 

comforting to me to see him and I felt safe.  We chatted all afternoon and he 

told me about his horse raising business - the way he was proving up on his 

homestead.  Doc had some experience with lambing and we talked about the 

advantages of spring lambing when the ewes would give birth in April.  He 

said that while the danger of coyotes was generally greater in early lambing, 

the problem with parasites is less.   "Coyotes are hungry after the winter, 

Bess," he said, "but your herd is small enough so you can protect 'em." 
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I told him that I expected the first ewes to give birth any day now, and that I 

was ready to tent them when it happened.  "Good idea, the tents," said Doc.  

"Keeps 'em out of the cold and protects 'em against the coyotes." 

 

"I've got a 30-30 for protection, too," I said.  "In more ways than one," I 

thought to myself. 

 

Doc made me feel very calm as we chatted and had supper.  In some way I 

wished that he would be around during the night, but I was thinking of my 

own safety - not of any romantic intentions.  Doc gave me no hint that 

staying overnight was on his mind, and that made me feel comfortable in 

once sense - but not in another.  I still would keep one eye open during the 

night with my revolver with me as I tried to sleep.  And I would bar the door 

so that no one could sneak in without waking me. 

 

After supper Doc prepared to leave.  He seemed hesitant before he went out 

the door and stopped, turned around and said, "I really like visiting with you, 

Bess."  His face looked so very sincere and I could tell from the look in his 

eyes that his interest in me went beyond simple friendship.  In a way that 
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pleased me, but in another way, it was a bit frightening because while I liked 

the feeling of security, I had no physical attraction for him and thoughts of 

the horrible event of the past night swept over me. 

 

"Me, too, Doc," I said while trying to ward off a shudder.  He smiled, 

walked out the door, mounted his horse and rode away.  I stood at the door 

for a moment and saw him turn around and give me a wave.  I waved back at 

him.  It had been a pleasant day, but, as things turned out, it had only just 

begun. 

 

I had gone through lambing several times before during my years in Cando, 

so I knew what to look for when a ewe is getting ready to deliver and what 

to do during the delivery.  Mainly it was common sense - among some of the 

telltale signs I would look for included the ewes who are separating 

themselves from the rest, who are lying down and obviously in labor, whose 

eating habits had changed significantly, who might be pawing the ground as 

though to clear an area, or whose udder had dropped as though she was 

ready to provide milk for her lamb.  If a ewe was lying down and obviously 

in labor, then only a fool would not understand what was about to happen. 
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Two ewes gave birth that night with one delivering a set of twins.  I put each 

ewe in one of the small tents that I erected near the corral so they would 

have a bit more warmth and they could bond with their lambs.  The 

deliveries went smoothly without either ewe suffering any unanticipated 

distress.  I stayed close by with my 30-30 rifle in case we might have any 

coyote visitors.  Or unwanted men. 

 

Throughout the course of the next two and a half weeks, eighteen of my 

twenty ewes gave birth to healthy lambs.  I had six sets of twins and twelve 

individual lambs for a total of twenty four lambs to complement my twenty 

head of adult sheep.  One of the mothers of a set of twins refused to let them 

nurse, so I separated them.  Such lambs are called "bum lambs" and they 

make excellent pets as they grow up because they bond with you as you take 

care of them personally and feed them.   

 

Despite having a larger number of sheep now - my herd had more than 

doubled in size - they were a bit easier to herd because of the lambs and 

partly because they didn't want to get too far from a source of water which 

was their large water trough in the corral.  They all seemed quite healthy as I 
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moved them from place to place during the course of each day.  At night, I 

always brought them back to the corral. 

 

Doc came over and spent two of the nights helping me herd the sheep and, 

like me, didn't sleep a wink while we were tending to their needs.  When he 

was here I felt no need for my rifle and since Doc always carried one, we 

could ward off any coyotes.  I was beginning to like Doc very much.  The 

last morning he was here, he came to me and gave me a long hug and kissed 

me on the cheek.  I didn't resist him although I must admit I felt an urge to 

do so. 

 

In mid May I hired Ludvig Fisher who had begun working for Mr. Feist at 

the lumber yard in Haley, to shear my twenty sheep.  It was a good time to 

shear - not too cold during the day or night, and not too hot.  It would give 

the sheep plenty of time to grow new fleeces and be ready for the winter. 

 

During shearing time we also rounded up the lambs into one small pen and 

individually "Docked" them - meaning that we cut off their tails to an 

appropriate length of about one and one half inches and castrated the young 

males.  Docking was no fun because it was a bit bloody, but it had to be 
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done for the sake of the health of the sheep.   Of the twenty four lambs, ten 

were male rams.  These castrated male rams are called "wethers" and I 

would be selling them later in the summer when they were about four 

months old. 

 

Shearing sheep is an art and something that can be done very easily if the 

shearer has good skills.  The goal is to shear the wool off the sheep in one 

complete piece - the fleece - check it for any sheep ticks, tie it up and put it 

along with the other fleeces into a large gunny sack - called a "wool sack" - 

made out of burlap.  Each wool sack can take about thirty or forth fleeces 

making their total weight about three hundred fifty to four hundred pounds.  

It didn't take Ludvig long to shear my twenty ewes.  He told me that they 

had "healthy wool" meaning that it was free of sheep ticks and that it was 

thick.  Each fleece weighed about eight to ten pounds so in the end I had 

close to two hundred pounds of excellent Rambouillet wool.   

 

At the current price of twenty four cents per pound for high grade wool, I 

would be able to sell my wool for about fifty dollars.  I would be able to sell 

the wethers at about seven dollars per hundred weight.  My plan was to sell 

nine of them in late September when, I calculated, they would weigh 
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approximately one hundred pounds each, so I would make about sixty 

dollars for them.  I would butcher the other one and enjoy several good lamb 

dinners and some excellent lamb stew.  In all, my first year sheep would 

earn me about one hundred dollars which would be enough to sustain me 

through the winter. 

 

There is something wonderful about freshly sheared sheep.  They are a 

lovely cream white in color and when they are grazing on fresh prairie grass 

where there is also an abundance of spring flowers, the sight is bucolic as 

though it were a beautiful painting.  They also seem to have more energy 

and actually look happier.  Despite the hard work that I had experienced 

from the start of the lambing season until they had been sheared, I felt a 

great sense of accomplishment and satisfaction and I had been lucky not to 

have experienced any fatalities.   

 

In early June I bought a Jersey milk cow from the Lees over near the Teepee 

Buttes.  She was a two year old cow that I understood was a good producer 

of milk and was quite tame and easy to manage.  Jerseys are known to be 

smaller than the normal cow.  They are white with tan splotches all over 

them, and produce a good quantity of milk which is known to have a high 
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butterfat content.  With this cow I would have all the milk I needed and 

could even take some every other day or so to the creamery in Haley and sell 

it.   

 

The summer of 1909 was quite pleasant without excessive heat.  We did, 

however, have several strong thunderstorms and one in late July caused me 

to seek shelter in the root cellar because of the ominous churning black 

clouds - almost a very dark green color - that rolled in from the southwest.  I 

feared there would be a tornado and that I might lose everything.  Instead we 

had heavy rain mixed with hail that caused significant damage to some of 

the homesteader's crops.  The Lees on the homestead to the west before the 

Teepee Buttes lost their entire wheat crop as did several others north of 

Haley.  Fortunately the hail here was not so severe and my garden suffered 

only minor damage - mostly to the tomato plants. 

 

I had heard from mama and papa quite regularly, and they encouraged me to 

have a photograph taken so they could see how I was doing.  I thought about 

it and then arranged to have it done one Saturday afternoon.  I had to wear a 

dress, I knew, because neither mama nor especially papa would enjoy seeing 

me dressed up in my work clothes.   
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Image 011 

 

I didn't really care to be photographed but stood patiently while the 

photographer from Scranton had me pose in different positions.  It was 

uncomfortable, but I managed to do it and when he sent the photo to me, I 

promptly mailed it off to mama and papa. 

 

Haley had a baseball team!  While I was not particularly an avid baseball 

fan, Doc took me to several games that they played here.  He asked me to go 

with him to see the team play in Bowman, but I was not able to leave the 

homestead and, quite frankly, wasn't really interested in spending a night in 

Bowman.  The thought brought back memories of Linda and I didn't want to 

be in Bowman and hear the telltale whistle announcing the train's arrival 

from the west.  I probably would have wandered down to the station with 

some fool notion of meeting Linda and that would have caused me 

considerable distress. 

 

The baseball team was very good, though, and they won all three of the 

games that I saw them play in Haley.  It was quite fun, actually, not only 

seeing the game but being with Doc and seeing him so excited and happy.  
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He was a real fan, and told me about some of the players.  Ken Fisher was 

on the team and he was a very good batter.  They also had a homesteader by 

the name of Bill Gardner who had apparently played semi-professional 

baseball in Iowa and South Dakota before homesteading southeast of Haley.  

He was the pitcher and the hitters on the other team simply could not hit his 

pitches. Watching their frustration was fun. 

 

I had grown quite fond of Doc.  He was always polite and had a reputation 

for being an expert horseman as well as raising excellent horses which he 

successfully sold on a regular basis.  If you needed a good horse, so they 

said, you could get one from Doc.  

 

Doc was getting serious about me and it was easy for me to tell.  He had on 

several occasions talked about how well we could do as a couple - a married 

couple - in combining our knowledge of ranching and maybe building 

something significant for both of us.   I was attracted to him mainly because 

we could do possibly quite well together as a team in the ranching business, 

but I had little physical attraction for him. 
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On the first day of September, 1909, Doc proposed marriage to me out of the 

blue.  In some way it was a surprise to me but I think I knew deep down that 

marriage had been on his mind for quite some time.   

 

"Bess," he said, "I love being with you.  "We could be happy together.  A 

good team." 

 

I smiled at him and didn't say anything for awhile.  Then I said, "Doc, I'll 

have to think about it.  It's a big decision, you know.  I want to make sure it's 

right." 

 

I spent the next week with my head spinning.  I thought about my feelings - 

how I was attracted to Linda in a physical sense.  How living alone brought 

fears to me from time to time because of the attack on me in the early spring.  

How we could actually do quite well together as a team as ranchers.  That 

appealed to me greatly and was definitely a practical view.  But I wasn't 

physically interested and, curiously, I gave little thought about the fact that 

getting married would probably include having children.  That didn't even 

cross my mind - why, I do not know. 
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The following Sunday Doc came over to my homestead.  He didn't say 

anything and I felt that he thought if he did ask again I would tell him "No."  

But I didn't wait for him to ask.  I looked at him and told him how 

comfortable he made me feel and how I agreed with him about how well we 

could do together.  Then I said, "Yes, Chris.  I will marry you."  I used his 

real first name instead of "Doc" because I thought that would show greater 

respect for him. 

 

Doc looked at me with no expression on his face for a moment.  Then he 

smiled and said, "Oh, Bess! Yes!"   Then he got up from the table and stood 

beside me.  He took my hand as I stood up.  Then he kissed me for the first 

time. 

 

When he left, my head was churning thoughts again about what I might be 

getting myself into.  Was it love?  Was it security?  Companionship?  It 

wasn't physical.  I didn't know for sure, but the practical side of me - 

thinking with my mind instead of my heart - had told me to do it.  It kept me 

awake during the night and I still held my loaded revolver close to my body 

with the heavy chair in front of the door.  "If anyone comes through that 
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door," I thought to myself, "I'll kill him."  Except, I thought, if it happened to 

be Doc. 

 

Doc and I were married in the town of Scranton, about twelve miles north of 

Haley, on Sunday, September 13, 1909.  The small ceremony with only Mr. 

and Mrs. Currie and Mr. and Mrs. Brian Feist of Haley in attendance was as 

short a ceremony that we could have.  We exchanged vows, the minister said 

a few words about marriage, and then pronounced us as married.  Mr. and 

Mrs. Christopher Stewart.  I had mixed feelings about giving up my last 

name of Parker, but that is the way marriages were done.  I would be Bess 

Stewart from now on.  "Bess Stewart," I thought.  I'll have to get used to 

that. 

 

We didn't go on a honeymoon but instead went to my homestead where we 

spent the following week together doing as little work as possible.  Doc was 

interested in sex, of course, and I found myself having to tolerate it and 

faking pleasure.  Many times I thought to myself that while I had 

considerable affection for Doc, my physical feelings were for Linda's touch - 

something that would forever be but a memory.  She appeared, however, in 
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my dreams - getting off the train and walking toward me with that beautiful 

smile.  But I always awoke before we touched.  That was frustrating. 

 

During the fall of 1909 Doc and I worked closely together.  He would spend 

some days at his homestead tending his horses and I would carry on my 

routine at my homestead.  I was successful in selling the wethers which 

brought in some money for us and I hired Ken Fisher to mow several acres 

of prairie grass and stack the hay near the shed where it would be convenient 

for the upcoming winter.  Our routine evolved so that Doc would be at his 

place from Monday through Thursday and with me from Thursday night 

through Sunday night. 

 

In late October at about the time when the first hard frost came, I awakened 

one morning to find myself feeling quite nauseous.  It was a feeling that I 

had never before experienced and seemed to come and go with each passing 

day.  I thought that there might be a chance that it meant that I was pregnant 

- something that was only in the back of my mind - so one morning after I 

felt well enough, I went into Haley to see Doctor Poppe.  He examined me 

and then told me, "You're pregnant, Mrs. Stewart.  Congratulations." 
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Pregnant!  I was stunned.  Having a child wasn't part of my master plan - if I 

had a master plan - and I barely knew what to say.  Dr. Poppe told me the 

things that I needed to do, how to take care of myself, and that I should 

come in for a checkup if anything out of the ordinary occurred as the 

pregnancy proceeded.   

 

"Pregnant!" I thought to myself as I rode back to the homestead.  "Now 

what?"  When I arrived home and put Annabelle in the stable, I began to 

think about my sheep.  "Now I know how those old ewes feel," I thought to 

myself.  I now had a lot more empathy with them as I knew that many of 

them were in the same condition as I. 

 

As I was going out of the stable I heard the unmistakable sound of one of my 

stable residents.  "Hiss!"  I smiled to myself and thought that my bull snake 

was congratulating me.  He or she was neatly curled up in a corner on a 

small pile of hay looking at me.  "Smart snake," I thought.  I stopped and 

walked closer to the snake.  "Are you a boy or a girl," I asked.  The only 

reply I got was loud resounding, "Hiss!"  That made me laugh. 
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The winter of 1909-1910 was milder than the previous winter and I was 

thankful for that.  My pregnancy was beginning to show and I used it as an 

excuse not to have sex.  I don't know if having sex was a problem for Doc or 

not, but I told him that we would have to wait until I had recovered from the 

birth of the child.  I suppose that was unfair to him, but my distaste for sex 

had not abated.  It seemed that nothing could match the thrill of Linda's 

magic touch.   

 

There weren't any significant snowfalls and when March came and it was 

almost time for lambing, I had outgrown my work clothing and had to resign 

myself to wearing loose dresses even when I worked which was getting to be 

more difficult as the days came and went.  Doc did nearly all the work 

during lambing and again we had great success with about forty healthy 

lambs.  I was able to be helpful herding the sheep, but soon was not able to 

use Annabelle because of my condition.    Doc built a fence that enclosed 

about twenty acres and we could let the sheep into the pasture created by the 

fence without fear that they would scatter across the prairie.  Whenever I 

went out with the sheep on foot I always carried the 30-30 with me just in 

case I encountered any coyotes.  I encountered none. 
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On May 13, 1910, the same day as we were shearing the sheep, our first 

child, daughter Marion Josephine, was born with Dr. Poppe in attendance. 

 

My life had dramatically changed.   
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Chapter Thirteen 

 

"Bess!" I heard Doc yell at the top of his lungs.  "Bess!" 

 

He was running to the house from the hay field just south of the place and on 

the level plain below the hill.  "Ernie just cut off his finger!  Bring some rags 

quick!" 

 

I had just finished feeding Marion and she was already sound to sleep in the 

small wooden cradle that Doc had built for her.  I rushed to the open front 

door and saw Doc running toward me?  "Get some rags!  Bring 'em quick!"  

I grabbed an old white sheet and followed Doc hurriedly as he sprinted down 

the hill toward Ernie. 

 

Ernie Nordgren was a resident of Haley and had homesteaded north of town.  

He had purchased a mechanical hay mower that was pulled by a horse.  We 

had hired him to mow about fifty acres of hay just south of the place and to 

help Doc rake it up and stack it up by the shed for the winter's supply. 
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"Cut it of with the sickle," Doc panted.  "Stuck rock."  The mower had a 

long sickle - about five feet in length - that consisted of a bar with stationary 

plates and a sickle that moved back and forth between the plates to cut the 

hay.  The plates had steel pointers about three inches apart facing forward to 

guide the grass into the sickle.  The forward motion of the mower ran a gear 

box which was solidly fixed to a rotating axle with its center offset from that 

of the axle  A long wooden arm was attached to the axle, and when the axle 

rotated, the circular motion would be converted to back and forth linear 

motion moving the sickle back and forth and to cut the hay - or anything else 

that is in its way. 

 

The sickle blades are very sharp and need to be changed frequently when 

mowing a lot of hay.  Generally a sharp sickle would last half a day of 

continuous mowing the tough prairie grass.  Sometimes pieces of wood or a 

small rock will jam the sickle, and when that happens, you have to stop and 

remove the jamming object.  When you do this, however, you have to be 

very careful. 

 

Obviously Ernie wasn't very careful and when he stopped to remove a small 

rock from the sickle blade and bar, and placed his unlucky finger on his left 
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hand in the way of the stationary sickle.  Something must have scared the 

horse and he moved forward in a jerk, causing the sickle blade to move and 

cut off Ernie's left index finger below the middle knuckle like a knife slicing 

through butter.   

 

Ernie was yelling and holding his left hand when we got to him, but he 

wasn't yelling about the pain.  It was the blood.  Lots of it spurting out of 

what was just a stump on his hand and onto the ground coloring the prairie 

grass a bright red. 

 

Doc quickly tied a piece of cloth tightly around Ernie's wrist and I folded the 

sheet and applied it directly on the bloody stump.  "Put pressure on it," Doc 

told him.  "Don't take it off!" 

 

"Gotta get you into town," Doc said as he walked with Ernie up to the house.  

"See Doc Poppe.  Maybe even go to Bowman." 

 

I unhitched Ernie's work horse from the hay mower and led her up to the 

shed where I took the harness off and stabled her.  Doc and Ernie rode off 

into Haley with Ernie riding behind Doc's saddle.  We left the hay mower in 

the field. 
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They didn't need to go to Bowman for help because Dr. Poppe just washed 

his hand off and put a pressure bandage on the stump.  Ernie's left hand was 

completely wrapped up in what looked to be a large ball.  When they came 

back from town a couple of hours later, they continued the job of mowing 

the hay but Doc had to do most of the work because Ernie could use just his 

right hand.  I had to help, too, because Ernie, besides feeling a little sick, 

wasn't able to handle a pitch fork to stack the hay.  What happened to Ernie 

that day was a strong reminder that farming can be dangerous work - 

especially around machinery and if you get careless. 

 

Our native hay was very good in the large field that we mowed.  Ours was a 

combination of blue gramma grass combined with native wheat grass and 

Doc said that it made excellent feed for the animals.  Fortunately we didn't 

have any of the needle grass that is very common in the area and they had a 

lot of that west of our place and north of Haley.  When the needle grass 

matures, it has lots of hay needles that sometimes stick in the mouths of the 

sheep and can cause sores that can become infected and dangerous to the 

sheep's health.  Some of the homesteaders had planted alfalfa which is  
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excellent livestock feed and is quite pretty when it blooms with beautiful 

purple blue blossoms in the early summer.  With alfalfa you can mow it 

twice during the summer - sometimes three times if it rains a lot - and have a 

large supply of feed. 

 

Most of the homesteaders still used horses to pull their equipment, although 

some were using the new tractors that were much more powerful and could 

do more work in a day than even the best team of horses.  The tractors were 

especially useful to plow the virgin prairie and break up the tough prairie 

sod. 

 

Doc raised two different kinds of horses - saddle horses which were mostly 

quarter horses and work horses.   The work horses he raised were Belgian -  

huge with good dispositions.  The other kind of work horses that some of the 

homesteaders had were Clydesdales and Percherons.  "Belgians are the 

best," Doc said.  "Easy to work with and they're strongest."   

 

When we mowed hay, however, we used saddle horses because the hay 

mowers were not hard to pull and the saddle horses could walk faster and get 
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more work done in less time.  The work horses, however, were what the 

homesteaders used to pull plows and break the soil. 

 

Life in general was pretty good throughout the summer and into the fall.  

"The prairie is really home," I said to Doc one morning as we were having 

pancakes with the choke cherry syrup I had made.  "We're doin' good, Bess." 

 

I felt the same way as Doc.  The summer wasn't dry, there was an abundance 

of good hay for feed, and the sheep were healthy.  We had a good wool crop 

at the time Marion was born and she was a lively baby who was learning 

how to smile at nearly everything.   

 

"Need to add on to the house," Doc said casually.  "Getting kinda crowded 

and we need the room.  Wood, though, and I'll get the lumber."  Among his 

other skills, Doc was a good carpenter and it took only about two weeks 

until we had almost doubled the size of our house.  He built the add on to the 

side of the house nearest the shed.  The sod house became the living room 

and kitchen and the addition became bedrooms.  It was nice to have real 

wood on the walls and on the ceiling, but the rooms with the sod were 

probably better protection against the winter cold and summer heat.   
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Doc also fixed up the addition to the shed and built another corral so we 

would have a place to keep the sheep and even more livestock in the future. 

 

Image 012 

 

The late summer of 1910 Haley held a small rodeo.   It was only a one day 

affair but quite enjoyable because many of the homesteaders from around 

the area came to join the fun.  We didn't have a rodeo arena or any fenced in 

area like Doc had told me were in some of the larger towns.  All we had was 

a small field just west of town that had a little hill on which people could 

stand or sit and watch the cowboys demonstrate their skills.   

 

Most of the skill demonstrations centered around horsemanship and calf 

roping.  Sheep weren't part of the rodeo because, quite frankly, seeing 

someone herd a bunch of sheep would be boring to say the least.  They didn't 

have any rodeo chutes where cowboys could mount bucking broncos, but 

did demonstrate how to break horses.  Doc participated in the horse breaking 

demonstration and even provided a couple of horses for the event.  Before 
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they did the demonstrations, they would stand up in front of the crowd and 

tell them what they were going to do. 

 

"They aren't gentle," said Doc.  "Gotta watch it when you get on."  Doc went 

on to describe how to get on an unbroken horse for the first time.   

 

"Grab the bridle with your left hand and then stick your thumb in its eye.  

That hurts 'em and they stand still.  Put your foot in the stirrup, poke 'em in 

the eye again and then mount 'em.  Once you're on, you don't know what 

they will do.  Most of the time they'll just stand there, but you don't know.  

Anything might happen.  Some of the time they'll try to throw you off, but 

mostly they won't." 

 

Doc and several other cowboys demonstrated how to mount an unbroken 

horse and only one of the horses started bucking and threw the guy 

completely off.  He wasn't hurt, though, but I think he was a little bit 

embarrassed having that happen in front of a lot of people. 

 

One of the cowboys talked about how to understand a bucking horse.  "Most 

horses buck straight ahead," he said, "and sometimes go back and forth.  
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You have to watch their ears and where they put their head."  He had been a 

rodeo cowboy in some of the larger events such as were held down in the 

Black Hills in Deadwood and Belle Fourche where the had the real bucking 

broncos.  "The direction of the head," he said, "that's the way they're gonna 

go.  Puts his head over there - that's the way he's gonna go.  Puts his head 

down, then he's gonna buck." 

 

It sounded rather simple to me, but then he said, "The really good bucking 

horses fool you.  They know what you're doing.  They put their head in one 

direction - then go the other.  We don't have any of those here." 

 

Calf roping was pretty simple, but fun to watch.  They would take a calf and 

hold him - then let him go and hope that he would run straight ahead.  Some 

of them didn't - they just stood there and when that happened, we all 

laughed.  Others would dash off straight ahead and then the cowboy would 

chase it and try to rope it.  Sometimes they were successful and sometimes 

they were not.  The really funny ones were those calves who didn't cooperate 

and started to run straight ahead, but then would dart off in another direction 

or completely turn around and start running the other way. 
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The rodeo - if you could call it that - was fun.  Afterwards they held a social 

gathering right in the middle of the street in town were everyone could get 

something to eat from the food that had been brought by those who came for 

all to share.  It had been a great day in Haley.  Life on the prairie was good. 

 

Good, that is, until we got back to the homestead.  We had left the sheep in 

the fenced in pasture, and when we arrived we could see activity down in the 

southwest corner.  There were a couple of coyotes and they had killed one of 

our lambs.   

 

While I hated coyotes because they killed farm animals, I had respect for 

them.  They were here first.  They were already here well before any 

homesteaders arrived and they were doing what an animal normally does - 

hunting for food and killing so they could eat. 

 

Coyotes are very smart animals and sometimes hunt together.  They seemed 

to learn from one another and we knew that they were always watching 

sheep because they were easy prey - and a good meal for them and their 

pups.  About the only way you could get rid of them was to shoot them, but 

they were very wiley and never let a human get too close to them.  Some 
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homesteaders tried to set traps for them, but those were generally ineffective 

against those smart animals.  I had heard from others that there were three 

legged coyotes - those who had been caught in a steel trap and then chewed 

their leg off to get away.   

 

Doc went inside the house and came out with the 30-30 rifle, but by the time 

he started down toward them they had already run off.  They knew what was 

coming and wanted no part of it.   What was left of the sheep - it was a 

young ewe - was mostly the hind quarter, so Doc brought the carcass back to 

the homestead, severed the hind legs because they had been untouched and 

could be used for our own food.  "Not much sense in letting good food go to 

waste," he said.  Doc  took the remainder of the mutilated carcass and buried 

it out behind the shed near the outhouse. 

 

The loss of one sheep didn't hurt us because now we had over one hundred 

head.  But the coyote experience was a lesson that we learned, and from then 

on we would never leave the homestead with sheep in the pasture 

unattended. 
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Early in the fall we sold some of the sheep.  We had purchased about forty 

ewes from a homesteader that had decided to give up on his land, so we now 

had a reasonably sized herd of one hundred and forty.   I had heard that more 

than half of the homesteaders would not prove up on their land mainly 

because they incurred debts purchasing equipment for grain farming and 

didn't make enough money to cover their loans.  Some just were not good 

managers of their homesteads and let expenses get out of hand.  Others 

simply didn't like the hard work that was required - maybe they didn't think 

about all the challenging work that would be in store for them.  And still 

others just didn't choose the right piece of property that would fit the kind of 

farming or ranching that they wanted to do. 

 

Doc sold about two dozen horses - all work horses.  We could see that the 

horse raising business was starting to soften because of the arrival of the 

tractors.  Still, Doc felt that there would be a market for horses - particularly 

good saddle horses - at least for the next few years.  So he kept about thirty 

of them. 

 

In late September I started to smoke cigarettes.   
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I started with one Lucky Strike - a package that Doc had bought in town.  He 

lit it up for me and, with a smile as though it would be a real treat, asked me 

to try it.  At first I didn't like it, but soon found myself wanting another.  

Somewhere I had heard that smoking cigarettes was a good way to stay slim, 

and since I had always been slim, I wanted to stay that way.  I really didn't 

believe that smoking was a way to diet, but it gave me a convenient excuse 

to light one up.  Eventually it became a habit. 

 

Mama never smoked, but papa would enjoy his pipe and liked chewing 

tobacco.  I don't know what brand he used but it came in little tins.  He 

would put a little lump of it between his cheek and gum and occasionally 

would look away and spit.  He always spit outside the house, though, 

because mama wouldn't let him do it inside.  He told her one time that he 

was going to get a spittoon but that idea didn't last but for a moment as 

mama flatly told him, "No!" 

 

A pack of Lucky Strikes ("Luckies" as they were called) cost ten cents.  Doc 

said that buying the tobacco and rolling your own was cheaper so he bought 

some Bull Durham and some cigarette paper.  He showed me how to roll my 
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own cigarettes and he could do it with one hand.  I eventually learned how to 

do it, but not with one hand. 

 

"First you get out the sack of tobacco," he said.  (Bull Durham comes in 

little white sacks.)  "Then you open the pack of cigarette paper like this.  

Then, hold the paper open and pour a little tobacco in the middle from one 

end to the other."  He demonstrated how to do it. 

 

"The next thing you do is to slightly lick one edge of the paper, then roll it 

up over the tobacco.  Now you lick it and seal it."  Doc rolled his cigarette 

up and licked it.  "See?  All you need to do is light her up!" he said with a 

smile.  Doc gave the rolled cigarette to me and I lit it.  It seemed a little 

stronger than the Lucky Strikes, but I liked it.  Over the next week I 

practiced until I could easily roll my own. 

 

I was pleased when the Watkins Products salesman came to Haley for the 

first time.  In Cando, the Watkins man would stop once a month and mama 

would usually buy pepper, vanilla and some other spices from him.  Those 

products were really good, and I was happy that we now could get them 

easily and even more happy because we could easily afford them.  On one 
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occasion he showed me some of the nectars that they offered so I bought 

one.  You mixed it with water and it made a very nice and refreshing drink.  

I liked it but Doc wasn't too excited about it.  I kept buying a little bit 

anyway - for myself. 

 

Marion was a healthy child and very cheerful.   She didn't cry much at night 

much to my surprise because mama said that I often kept her up nearly all 

night when I was that age.   From a heavy shawl that I brought from Cando, 

I sewed parts of it together and fashioned a sling in which I could put her 

and put the sling around my neck and over my shoulders so I could easily 

carry her.  It was very secure and there was no risk of her falling out, so I 

would occasionally ride into town on Annabelle with Marion in my sling.  I 

felt that she was very safe and had no problem because Annabelle was so 

gentle and predictable.  

 

In November we had a break while two homesteaders had bad luck.  One of 

the homesteaders had a full section just east of my homestead and another 

had a full section just south of it.  Each of them concluded that they couldn't 

prove up on their land and decided to abandon their homesteads and let the 

bank simply foreclose on the property.   
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We knew the banker, Elmer Thune, and banks were usually prone to contact 

successful homesteaders who were on adjacent properties because acquiring 

adjacent land could make sense.  Elmer rode out to our place and told us 

about the properties and asked us is we were interested.  Elmer always wore 

a black suit and a matching derby hat that didn't seem to fit on his head 

because it was probably a half size too small.  He always looked like he was 

busy and in a hurry.   

 

Doc and I went to the bank in Haley early the next morning and, bless our 

luck, they agreed to let us purchase it at a very low price.  Within two days 

of hearing about this, my homestead had grown from one hundred sixty 

acres to fourteen hundred and forty acres.  All grassland, too.  The land was 

put in my name only because my homestead, on which there were no loans, 

could be used as security as well as the land we acquired.  We did have to 

take a small loan, but it was well within our means and what we could make 

from our expanded herd of sheep as well as Doc's horses would be able to 

pay off the loan within a couple of years.   

 

Image 013 
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We wouldn't be able to take advantage of our newly acquired property until 

the following spring, though, but it was fun talking about the possibilities of 

what we could do.  Perhaps we could acquire some cattle.  One of the 

sections was fully fenced in and had access to a fine well, and the 

homesteader on the other section had dug a rather large stock dam which had 

plenty of water.  Good fortune had come our way. 

 

We celebrated that evening with a nice pheasant dinner and counted our 

blessings!  Marion even seemed to understand that something very good had 

happened to us.  She smiled and laughed all evening.   

 

The winter of 1910-1911 was colder than the past year and we had a lot of 

snow with drifts that sometimes were as high as the corral fence.  Sometimes 

it was hard to get into town and Doc often had to spend several days at the 

horse farm without coming home.  I had learned how to prepare for the 

winter - how to stock up the larder and load up the root cellar with 

vegetables such as carrots and potatoes.  We had plenty of eggs from our 

chickens and, of course, it was quite easy to shoot a pheasant and a duck 

now and then if we were lucky.  We maintained a healthy diet. 
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But all wasn't good fortune and there seemed to be some dark clouds on our 

horizon.  How dark they would eventually become was not immediately  

apparent to me.   

 

Those dark clouds involved whisky.   

 

I can't remember the first time that I thought Doc had been drinking.  I knew 

that he liked to stop into the saloon in town now and then to visit with 

friends, but it didn't occur to me that he was drinking - at least not 

excessively.  Papa never drank and I had never been around someone with a 

drinking problem, so I wasn't prepared for anything of the sort.   

 

One night in January when it wasn't too cold, Doc came home from the 

horse ranch drunk.  Really drunk.  I had heard him ride up and it seemed to 

take him a long time to come into the house from the shed.  Outside I heard 

him swear loudly - quite unlike what I had heard before.  He opened the 

door to the house and staggered in and was quite disheveled.  "What you 

looking at?" he scowled at me.  
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Surprised, I stepped back.  "You've been drinking, Doc," I said. 

 

"Whatta you care for," he said with a slur.  "You're frigid!"  That comment 

stopped me in my tracks and I didn't know what to say.  Maybe he was right.  

I said nothing but just stood there as he staggered into the bedroom and fell 

onto the bed after dropping his coat on the floor.   

 

I had resigned myself that sex was something that I had to tolerate by being 

married.  We had sex only rarely, and I never initiated it with Doc fully 

knowing that my attitude was unfair to him, but I couldn't help it.  Maybe it 

was a reason he would drink.  I didn't know.   

 

Now and then I would recall Linda's touch and the excitement that I felt 

when we kissed - something that didn't happen with Doc, but I never let him 

know that.  The vivid memory of the sexual attack was always with me, and 

that also was a barrier to any enjoyment and hampered my feelings about sex 

with Doc.  I never told him about the attack.  I think that Doc sensed in some 

way how I felt, but he didn't complain.  I didn't know how or what to say 

about it so I kept my thoughts to myself.  I found myself looking at him in 
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disgust, waited for awhile, then moved him over slightly.  He slept in his 

clothing that night.  So did I. 

 

In the morning, he didn't apologize and after a breakfast in silence said, 

"Goin' to the horse ranch today.  Back in a few days."  Then he left without 

saying anything else. 

 

I learned later from a friend in Haley that he had apparently gotten into some 

card game at the saloon and had lost some money.  He never admitted it - 

but I never asked him. 

 

In early March I learned that I was pregnant again although I could count on 

one hand the number of times we had sex since December. 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
221 

Chapter Fourteen 

 

Doc came back to the homestead three days later.  Sober.  Apologetic.  

Somewhat humiliated, I think. 

 

"Sorry about that, Bess.  I'm sorry," he said with a low voice and his head 

down. 

 

"Do you have a drinking problem, Chris?" I asked. 

 

"Used to.  Fell off the wagon, I guess.  Won't happen again." 

 

Doc was sober for the next few months.  He eagerly went about the business 

of checking the fences on our newly acquired property and fixing those 

places that had been damaged by snow drifts during the winter.  The fencing 

was barbed wire and there were three strands of it stretched between wooden 

posts that were spaced about twelve feet apart so there were a lot of them.  

Some had to be fixed and new post set in their place.   
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Barbed wire was good for restraining cattle in a pasture, but not so good for 

sheep.  Because of that, we kept the sheep in the pasture with the wooden 

fence that Doc and Ken Fisher built during the summer.  It enclosed about 

one hundred acres so that our sheep would have two pastures.  We would be 

able to graze them on one for awhile, then move them to another so they 

wouldn't overgraze the land. 

 

In late summer we hired a sheep herder - Jim Edgar.  He was an older man, 

who was slightly balding, slim and walked with a limp which was the result 

of a wound he had received while fighting in the Civil War.  He was 

probably in his sixties and sometimes used a crooked walking stick that 

looked like an old tree branch, but he knew how to tend to the sheep and the 

reasons you have to watch them day and night.   

 

We bought an old covered wagon that had been used by one of the early 

settlers, so it needed some work.  Doc and Ken replaced hickory bows at the 

top and put on as a cover a double layer of new heavy duty canvas.  They 

closed the front end of the wagon completely and modified the rear of the 

wagon so as to provide easy access.   
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They put in two long planks on one side of the wagon box for a bed and 

installed a small stove near the front of the wagon with an exhaust to the 

outside.  A couple of small cabinets were built in for storage of food and 

whatever supplies might be needed. 

 

The wagon was, of course, on wheels, so it could be moved from pasture to 

pasture as needed.  It was easy for one horse to pull so long as the wagon 

was empty.  After only a couple of days of work, we had converted what 

used to be known as a "prairie schooner" into a full-fledged "sheep wagon."  

It didn't look like the wagons settlers used in wagon trains when they 

trekked west, but you could tell that it was originally one of those.  The 

wagon is where Jim Edgar stayed and slept as he was herded sheep and 

protected them from coyotes. 

 

Marion was now a fifteen month old toddler was very cute, happy, laughed a 

lot, loved to eat, and to wear the little dresses that I made for her.  She had 

light brown hair that was filled with curls and was perpetually smiling.  

Mama made three dresses for her, too, and sent them to me in September.  

Two of them looked like they had been made from two of my old dresses, 

and I smiled at the thought of the fun she must have had making them.  They 
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were much nicer and far more fancy than those I had tried to make with my 

limited domestic skills.  That made me think about the fact that papa had 

prepared me much better to be a farmer than mama had prepared me to be a 

housewife or seamstress.   

 

Housewife.  I didn't like that idea.  I still considered myself to be a rancher.  

And I could still do the work except that by September I had grown pretty 

large with the coming baby.  Boy or girl, I wondered.  I would find out soon. 

 

Doc still had the horses over at his homestead and spend about three days a 

week over there.  Whenever he was here, he was helpful and I couldn't see 

any signs that he had returned to the bottle.  "I went on a binge," he told me.  

"Won't happen again." 

 

We bought forty head of cattle in early September from another homesteader 

who was abandoning his homestead.  In some way it was rather sad to see 

people fail to prove up on their land, but in another way it was an 

opportunity for us to acquire livestock at a very low price.  All of a sudden 

we were cattle ranchers as well as sheep ranchers! 

 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
225 

The cattle we purchased were young Hereford heifers - young cows who had 

not yet had calves.  The Hereford is a hardy breed of beef cattle known to 

thrive in this area.  They are large and are a dark rust color with white faces 

and white underbellies.  Their disposition is good and most of the settlers 

here, including those who came before the wave of homesteaders, had 

Herefords.   The Lees who lived over near the Teepee Buttes had a Hereford 

bull and agreed that we could use the bull for breeding for the last three 

weeks of September which meant that those heifers who became pregnant 

would be due to deliver in late June or early July of next year.  That suited 

us fine because it would come after lambing time.   

 

October 14, 1911 came . . . and so did baby Helen!  A beautiful little girl 

who arrived screaming and very healthy.  Brown eyes like mine - the same 

color as her hair.  I had no problems with the delivery and Dr. Poppe again 

was with me in our sod house.  Doc was at the horse ranch. 

 

He came back that evening and I'm not certain whether or not he had been 

drinking, but when he came in and spoke to Dr. Poppe and saw Helen, he 

said, "What No boy?"  It seemed to me that he was voicing real 

disappointment rather than celebrating this wonderful little girl's arrival.  Dr. 
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Poppe looked like he had been taken aback at Doc's comment and gave me a 

quizzical look.  I was disappointed, too, but not because we had a new baby 

girl.  I was disappointed in Doc, but I didn't say anything.   

 

Marion seemed excited about the new "buba," as she called Helen.  She 

didn't seem jealous and always wanted to see her up close.  Marion was too 

small to hold Helen, but loved to look at her and touch her.  Doc stayed at 

the house for only one night and then returned to the horse ranch.  He didn't 

hold Helen for the first time until three days later when he came back in the 

late evening.  And at that time, I sensed that he had again been drinking.  I 

was worried. 

 

The winter of 1911-1912 was cold but we didn't have a lot of snow.  Helen 

was a noisy child and seemed to enjoy being awake in the middle of the 

night.  Doc started to spend less time with his horses and enjoyed being a 

cattleman.   He seemed to have changed -  no apparent drinking that I could 

see and he became quite affectionate to both Marion and loved holding 

Helen.  I was relieved.   
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Doc also began expressing more affection towards me and spent more time 

in the house talking with me about our ranch, how well we seemed to be 

doing, and his plans for the cattle.  "Wonder how many calves we'll get in 

the spring," he said.  Could get twenty or thirty if we're lucky."  He smiled. 

 

"You like cattle, don't you," I said. 

 

"Yep.  Easier than horses.  Maybe we'll have over a hundred next year." 

 

"How does the pasture look?" I asked. 

 

"Stock dam is full.  Grass is good.  Snow we had will help," answered Doc.  

"Maybe we can sell some next fall.  Depends on how many calves." 

 

Doc had good business sense when it came to raising horses, and I hoped 

that his enthusiasm for cattle would be profitable.  I had learned that you 

make money from cattle by buying them when the prices are low in the 

summer, fattening them up, and selling during the winter months.  The 

business was beef - raising the cattle for beef.  Making money with sheep 

was a little different.  You made money selling the wool in the late spring or 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
228 

summer and in late summer or early fall you made money selling lambs.   

We planned to do both. 

 

While it wasn't terribly cold during the winter, the temperature rarely got 

above freezing and that meant that the snow just stayed around and piled up 

during the entire winter.  Twice Doc shoveled the snow off the roof of the 

sod house - not that it was too deep, but because we were afraid that we 

might get some leakage when it did melt in the spring.  The sheep and cattle 

fared very well and we had no more experiences with coyotes.  We brought 

Jim Edgar back to herd the sheep in early March after the snow thawed and I 

think he enjoyed getting back to staying in the sheep wagon. 

 

During the thaw there was quite a flood because of a big ice jam further west 

on the Grand River.  It must have broken suddenly because the river level 

rose rapidly but not so high as to threaten the new bridge.  It was quite a site, 

though, when we saw part of a house floating down the river.  We were 

worried that it might hit the bridge, but it grounded about a half mile 

upstream in a sharp turn of the river.  Later on in the spring after the river 

level went down and the house part and old roof dried out, many folks took 

some of the wood for firewood.   
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Doc had become interested in having more sex.  That bothered me some 

because of the children - they were in the next room.  I was a bit reluctant 

most times and really didn't enjoy it - maybe because of my experience of 

the rape but also, I think, because I just didn't have any interest.  Whenever it 

happened, though, I didn't protest and just pretended that it was fine.  Doc 

sensed my feelings and asked me about it one time.  I found it hard to talk 

about because of how I felt and I think he came to the conclusion that I was 

frigid or something.  "You're sorta frigid, Bess," he said one night after we 

finished.  That was the second time I had heard him use the word frigid and I 

just replied with, "I guess so."  Thereafter we never talked about it but I'm 

sure it bothered him.  A lot. 

 

It was easier to get into Haley after they built the new iron bridge across the 

river in 1910.  The old one had washed away and this bridge was wider and 

felt safer.  It was built to handle the automobiles, too, and we had to be 

careful when we crossed the bridge on horseback that there were no cars 

coming our way.   And we were starting to see more automobiles.  Mr. Feist 

at the lumber yard bought a new Ford Model T and Mr. Currie had a new 

Hupmobile.  Sometimes when I would see them driving, I thought that they 
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probably weren't going anywhere - just driving around because they could 

drive around.  I hoped that maybe in a couple of years we could have a car 

because that would make it easy to come into town with the children. 

 

The cars weren't of much use after a heavy rain, though.  The mud would 

stop them in their tracks or sometimes their cars would slide around because 

the mud was too slick.  I wondered how they would fair south of here down 

toward Buffalo where I had heard that the roads were all that sticky slick 

gumbo.  I wouldn't want to be in one of them in that mud, for sure. 

 

In March I learned that I was pregnant again.  We would have a third child - 

Marion was almost three years old and Helen was six months.  I wasn't too 

pleased about it, but obviously there was nothing I could do.  When I told 

Doc, he just shrugged his shoulders as if it wasn't anything too important.  

Three little kids?  It was hard enough taking care of two.  I found less and 

less time to do anything except tend to the chickens now and then, clean up 

after Marion, and cook.  That sort of thing had not been in my planning 

when I was getting ready to come out here and homestead after high school. 
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We were very successful with the lambing, thanks to Jim Edgar, and when 

shearing came around, we found that Jim was an excellent shearer so we 

didn't need to hire anyone.  He and Doc sheared all of the sheep themselves 

and it took only two days.   

 

In June we had twenty five new little Hereford calves.  The breeding in the 

past fall was successful, so now we had sixty five cattle!  Doc was excited 

that the herd was growing and didn't plan on selling any of the new heifers, 

but we did sell ten males in the fall - after, of course, they had been castrated 

and had become steers.  We kept two steers as a source of beef for next year.   

 

In late September when I was nearly immobile with my pregnancy, Doc 

came home drunk.  He had gone to Haley in the morning and didn't come 

back when I thought he would.  Instead it was long past supper time and I 

had worried about him.  When he came into the house he didn't say anything 

and just went into the bedroom and fell asleep.  I was angry but didn't wake 

him and confront him because I knew that he wouldn't like it. 
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Doc slept until late the next morning and when he came into the kitchen I 

didn't say anything for a short while.  When he sat down and said nothing, I 

finally said, "Got drunk last night?" 

 

He just looked at me with an expression on his face that wasn't apologetic 

and showed no remorse.  "Been under a lot of pressure," is all he said.  He 

then ate his breakfast in silence, got up, put on his coat and went outside.  He 

didn't come back until late afternoon. 

 

"You can't do this, Doc," I said.  "You have two children and very soon 

you're going to have three.  Card game again?"  I was worried that he might 

have lost some money. 

 

"Hell no, Bess!  Just a lot of pressure, that's all.  Don't want to talk about it." 

 

So we didn't.   

 

For the next three weeks Doc seemed to become a bit more cheerful and 

there was no sign that he had resumed drinking.  I thought it was probably a 
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one time thing - that he had met up with some of his friends and they sat in 

the saloon in Haley and got drunk together.  But I never asked him. 

 

On Oct 28, 1912 I gave birth to a son.  William.  Now I had three children - 

Marion was three and a half years old and Helen who had just turned one 

year old was walking and trying to get into everything.  Marion had become 

very attached to Helen 

 

Doc seemed very pleased.  When we got home with the new baby Doc 

would ask to take time and hold him while he slept.  I liked the look of 

kindness on his face - it was a look that I hadn't seen very much during the 

past year and hoped that it would continue. 

 

Marion and Helen seemed to get along very well and I think Marion liked to 

pretend that she was Helen's mama.  Marion's hair had turned a darker shade 

of brown and I could tell that Helen's features - the broad face, wide grin and 

dancing brown eyes - looked a lot like Marion's at that age.  If they hadn't 

been separated by a year and a half, they might have been twins.  Each of 

them had a lot of energy and were constantly on the move around the house. 
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In late November a strong snowstorm blew in from the west.  It had been 

nice and sunny in the morning and Doc said he was going into Haley for 

awhile.  When the storm started he wasn't back and when I looked outside I 

could barely see past the well down by the front.  Where was Doc? 

 

Then I thought about the sheep.  They were in the pasture closest to the 

house but I knew that they would be in trouble if they weren't brought into 

the corral and the shed.  The cattle would be all right, though.  I didn't know 

what to do, but I knew that those sheep would have to be brought in from the 

blinding snow.  Marion and Helen were in the living room and I had just put 

Bill in the cradle and he was fast asleep. 

 

I decided to saddle Annabelle and bring in the sheep although I knew it 

might be dangerous.  I would have to leave the kids in the house while I did 

it, but I had little choice.  So I sat down for a moment and looked at Marion 

who was a smart little girl and had shown signs of being responsible.   

 

"Marion," I said.  "Mama needs your help.  Will you help me?" 

 

"Yes," she said enthusiastically. 
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"I want you to be mama to Helen and baby Bill for a little while.  Mama has 

to go get the sheep and she will be gone for just a little while." 

 

"Why?" asked the little girl.  She was three and a half years old. 

 

"Mama has to get the sheep in," I said.  "We don't want them to freeze, do 

we?" 

 

"No!" she said loudly. 

 

"When I'm gone, will you play with Helen?  Don't let her touch the stove.  

Billy is sleeping so be very quiet and don't wake him up.  Can you do that?" 

 

"Yes!" she replied enthusiastically.  "I will!"  She looked very pleased that I 

had asked her to help and immediately went to Helen, sat down beside her 

and started talking to her.  I couldn't hear what she was saying, but I 

supposed she was telling Helen that she must behave while I would be out of 

the house for a short while.  At least that's what I hoped she was saying. 
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I had confidence in that little girl and fortunately I had nothing cooking on 

the stove, but it was warm from the coals.  I put on my coat and wrapped my 

head with my scarf, went out to the shed and saddled Annabelle.  The snow 

had tapered off a bit and I could see much further than I could when just 

looking out the window.  "That's good," I thought to myself. 

 

I rode Annabelle at a brisk gallop down to the far corner of the near pasture 

which was only about a quarter mile away.  The sheep had bunched up in the 

corner and I couldn't see any strays.  Annabelle was a good herding horse 

and very quickly we had moved them from the corner and had them heading 

back to the corral and shed.  It seemed to me that they knew where they were 

going and we moved rather quickly but not so fast that they had to run. 

 

In about fifteen minutes I had them safely in the corral, shut the gate, 

unsaddled Annabelle and put her safely in the stall.  "Thank you, 

Annabelle," I said as I hurried out the door, shutting it behind me. 

 

The snow had picked up in intensity and within a few moments I was back 

in the house.  To my surprise and relief, Marion was sitting down on the 

floor with Helen at her side and was singing.  What she was singing was a 
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little song that I sang to her when putting her to bed.  I felt such a sense of 

relief - even happiness as I saw the two little girls sitting safely together.  

"I'm a good mama," Marion said.   

 

I said, "Thank you, Marion.  Yes you are a good mama." 

 

Then I checked on Billy and found him still fast asleep.  Then I sat down at 

the table and lit a cigarette.  I started to become furious with Doc. 

 

Doc didn't come home until about eight o'clock, two hours after the snow let 

up considerably.  When he came in he sat down at the table for some supper 

and tried to be cheerful, but I could tell he had been drinking.  And I could 

smell it on him. 

 

I didn't say anything to him and after he had finished eating, all he said was, 

"Goin' to bed."   He went into the bedroom and got into bed without even 

saying good night to Marion and Helen.  Just as important if not more, I 

thought, he didn't even say anything about the sheep.  It appeared to me that 

they were never on his mind. 
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The next morning after he got up and was having breakfast, I said to him, 

"Got the sheep in." 

 

He gave me a puzzled look but said nothing.  I said nothing more and he got 

up, put his coat on, and went outside.  He didn't come back inside the house 

until it was dinner time.  I had made fresh fried chicken which I knew he 

liked, but he didn't say much - even to the children.  When he was done 

eating, he put his coat on and went out again without saying a word.  I sat 

down after doing the dishes and had a cigarette. 

 

The next few months went by and the winter was rather mild.  We had 

several inches of snow in January and February, but unlike the previous year 

it warmed up between snowfalls and the snow didn't last long.  The warmer 

days melted the snow slowly so most of the runoff went into the ground and 

didn't flood the river.   

 

Doc's drinking became more frequent and although he didn't seem to have 

any whiskey hidden around the house, but I suspected that he had some 

stashed away in the shed or somewhere else around the place.  Maybe in the 

cattle pasture. 
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We did manage well, however, through lambing season and the sheep 

shearing again with Jim Edgar who had become someone very valuable to 

have around the place.  Jim was very nice, didn't drink, and I think he was 

concerned about Doc.  He spent more time around the corral and I think he 

even would go over to the cattle pasture now and then to check up on the 

Herefords.  I was increasingly beginning to worry about Doc. 

 

In July 1913 I had a memorable day!  It had been five years since I filed for 

my homestead - I had completed all the requirements for proving up and all 

that needed to be done was to take legal possession.  I had Mr. Currie and 

Mr. Feist sign the form that vouched for the truth of my statements, signed 

the proof document, paid the six dollar fee and took legal possession of my 

land.  It was mine!  All mine.  They told me that I would be receiving a 

patent for the land that would be signed by President Wilson.  I was thrilled. 

 

In the late summer when it became time to mow the hay, Doc borrowed a 

mower from the neighbor and mowed it himself.  Jim helped him rake and 

stack it.  One afternoon while he was mowing the hay, Jim came up to the 
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house.  "Bess," he said.  "I think Doc's drunk.  I'm worried about him 

because that's dangerous work." 

 

I had Marion look after Helen again - and again Billy was asleep - saddled 

Annabelle and rode down to the hayfield.  The horse was standing still in 

front of the mower and Doc was sitting down beside the mower.  He had 

been drinking but he wasn't dead drunk.  I saw the bottle, took it, and while 

there was not much left, poured what little was left on the ground and then 

threw it as far as I could.  "To hell with you, Doc," I screamed. 

 

Jim got on the mower and took it back to the shed, unharnessed the horse 

and put it in a stall.  I left Doc sitting there, mounted Annabelle, and 

galloped as fast as she would go back to the place.  Jim told me that he 

would unsaddle her and put her in her stall.  I went back into the house 

where Marion was again sitting with Helen and singing.  I sat down, furious, 

and had a cigarette to calm my nerves. 

 

When Doc came into the house about an hour later, he went right to bed 

without saying anything or having any of the supper I had prepared.  I went 
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into the bedroom, stood over him for a minute, and said, "You damned fool!  

You damned fool!  What were you thinking? 

 

He didn't say anything.  He just rolled over and went to sleep. 

 

The next morning after another breakfast in silence, I said, "Doc, I think 

there is a problem.  Want to talk about it?" 

 

He looked at me, his eyes were bloodshot, and calmly said, "I don't have a 

problem, Bess."  Then he got up, put his coat on and left the house. 

 

The rest of 1913 and most of 1914 went by with virtually the same sort of 

routine.  Doc would occasionally come home very late, drunk, and 

sometimes not at all.  We didn't speak much during the year either.  Just 

when we were going to sell some of the cattle or some of the sheep.  Then he 

seemed to focus a bit, but would soon revert back to the bottle.  The bottle!  

He's an alcoholic, I thought to myself.  Damn him. 

 

In July of 1914 war broke out in Europe.  There wasn't much effect in Haley 

because the war was so far away and we weren't a part of it - yet.  But the 
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homesteaders who lived around here - if they were German - had some 

problems.  I know it wasn't their fault, but they were Germans - Huns.  We 

weren't in the war, but it seemed like they were in some sort of way part of 

an enemy.  Lots of the people in Haley shunned them or didn't speak to 

them.  None of our neighbors were German so the only way it affected me 

was that we would hear about them from time to time. 

 

In September I was welcomed with what I felt at the time, given the 

circumstances of Doc's alcohol, a surprise.  I was pregnant again.  I wasn't 

prepared for that and didn't tell Doc right away.  When I told him about a 

month later, all he said was, "Really?"  Whatever relationship we had was 

going downhill fast.  Alcohol was taking over as his number one priority, 

and we both knew it. 

 

Doc continued to drink and he had lost weight - looked a little unhealthy.  

He didn't seem to care what effect his drinking had either on me or on the 

kids.  Marion was four and a half, Helen three, and Billy two years old.  

They were joyful kids and liked to play outside.  When they did, I would 

generally be with them.  We had our photos taken in Haley and I dressed all 

of them up.  Doc didn't want to be in the photograph. 
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The pattern of Doc's drinking, silence and moodiness didn't change through 

the end of the year and into 1915.  Despite his problems, the homestead was 

doing very well.   I had asked Jim Edgar to stay on during the winter and he 

agreed - and he told me that the sheep wagon was plenty warm for him.  He 

had moved it closer to the house so he could help if needed. 

 

After the snow had melted and just at the start of lambing season, on April 8, 

1915, our second son, Sidney, was born.  Doc came home that evening 

drunk and went straight to bed. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

 

I hadn't seen mama and papa since I left Cando in 1908 when I was twenty 

one years old.  Now, after eight years away, would soon be turning thirty 

years old, am the owner of nearly fifteen hundred acres, have herds of sheep 

and cattle, four kids . . . and a drunk for a husband.   

 

And I was smoking more.  Somehow the process of rolling a cigarette, being 

able to hold it in my hand and actually be in charge of what I was doing - 

smoking - gave me a feeling of control.  I enjoyed the taste of the tobacco, 

too, but I would never go so far as to chew tobacco as did papa. 

 

Both lambing and shearing went off without a hitch and we sold the wool at 

the highest price we had ever seen.  We had excellent results with the cattle 

as well, with thirty five new calves and a herd that now was over a hundred.   

 

Doc's pattern of behavior - working for awhile at home, going into town to 

the saloon, getting drunk and staggering home late continued.  That seemed 

to be all he was thinking about during the summer and I had to rely more 

and more on Jim Edgar to do the work around the ranch.  Jim had even 
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begun to tend to the cattle as well as the sheep because Doc seemed to either 

forget that he should do it or simply choose to ignore them, go into town and 

drink. 

 

We were doing well financially and had completely paid off our loan from 

the bank in Haley for the abandoned property we purchased, so we were 

debt free with money to spare.  Doc still had about fifty horses at his 

homestead but seemed less and less interested in that business - or, for that 

matter, any business at all.   

 

In September I went into Haley with Marion and Helen.  In the spring we 

had purchased a small buggy that I could use to go into town and could take 

the kids.  It wasn't large enough to haul any large loads, but entirely 

sufficient for bringing back a sack or two of flour and any other supplies that 

I needed to maintain the household.  I had only gone into town twice before 

with an infant at home and had asked Mrs. Collins, who had experience as a 

wet nurse, to spend part of the day in the house caring for and, if necessary, 

feeding Sidney.  I thought that the chances of her needing to nurse Sidney 

were slim, but it made me feel more comfortable being away and leaving 
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him at home.  Billy was no problem because he was three years old and ate 

virtually any kind of food put before him. 

 

I had several stops to make in Haley.  One was with a lawyer, Mr. Byrnes, 

who was holding the documents regarding my property.  He reviewed them 

with me and pointed out that all of the property was in my name alone and 

Doc was not a co-owner.  He asked me if I wanted to change that 

arrangement and instinctively I said, "No.  Leave it be." 

 

I went to the bank to get some money because I was going to purchase some 

cloth, maybe a few clothes and certainly new shoes for both Marion and 

Helen.  While at the bank I learned from our banker, Elmer Thune, that Doc 

had his own bank account which he opened two years ago.  I don't know if 

he was supposed to ask me about this account, but I believe he was just 

trying to be helpful when he had asked me if my name should be on the 

account along with Doc's.  I was surprised but calmly told him, "No - that's 

the way we want it."  

 

I had known nothing about Doc's account but it explained how he must have 

been able to pay for his whiskey.  I didn't find out nor did I ask how much 
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money was in the account, but I suspected that he might have sold a few 

horses and decided not to tell me about it.  I wondered whether or not I 

should confront him with what I had learned, but decided not to do so.  

Learning about his secret account, however, was disturbing.  Fortunately I 

kept track of what I thought were all of our accounts and there had been no 

unexplained withdrawals of any kind. 

 

I took the girls to the Currie Store to buy them some shoes and maybe a 

couple of dresses.  The store did not have a large inventory of shoes, but we 

could see a few and also look at pictures of shoes that they could order.  As 

Mrs. Currie was showing shoes to the girls, I was looking at some of the 

yard goods for materials from which I could make dresses.  There was a 

young woman - in her mid to late twenties - standing near to me.  She was 

wearing a light blue dress and my mind immediately thought of Linda.  The 

young woman looked at me and smiled.   

 

"Hello," she said.  "Are those your children?" she asked as she pointed 

toward Marion and Helen. 

 

"Yes," I replied.  "My two daughters.  Marion and Helen." 
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"The older girl will be ready for school soon?" she asked.  

 

"Marion will be six next spring," I said.  "First grade next year."  Then I 

remembered hearing that there was a new school teacher in Haley.  "Do you 

teach school?" I asked. 

 

"Yes," she said.  "Just started.  My name is Anna Matthews.  Annabelle, 

really, but call me Anna." 

 

Annabelle!  Just like my horse, I thought.  Easy to remember.  "I'm Bess," I 

said as I held out my hand.  "Elizabeth Stewart, but call me Bess."  I was 

immediately struck by this young woman as we stood and talked about her 

school while the children were being measured for their shoes.  She was 

very attractive, slim, and had a very engaging personality.  I loved her smile 

and her flashing blue eyes that matched her dress.  I felt a strange attraction 

to her.  I blushed.  "Married?" I asked without thinking. 

 

"No," she said.  "Just here to teach.  Boarding at the Currie's place." 
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"They're very nice," I said.   

 

Mr. Currie had finished sizing Marion and Helen for their shoes so I turned 

to walk over to them.  "Very nice to meet you, Anna," I said. 

 

"My pleasure," she said as she smiled broadly.  I walked over to the girls, 

but my mind was having flashbacks of Linda and how I felt when I first met 

her.  So similar, I thought.   

 

The girls were excited about the shoes they saw and Mr. Currie had a pair 

for each of them in stock.  Along with some of the yard goods I had selected, 

I purchased the shoes as well as a sack of flour and some salt.  We left the 

store and I went back to the homestead still thinking about Anna - and Linda 

- and my head was spinning.  The girls were excited and couldn't wait to get 

home and put on their new shoes.   

 

After we returned to the house, I thanked Mrs. Collins for watching the girls.  

There had been no need to feed Sidney while we were gone for the short two 

hours, so after I brought in the yard goods, the sack of flour and the salt, I 

helped the girls put on their new shoes and watched as those happy little 
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children pranced around the room.  I then sat down, rolled a cigarette for 

myself, and smoked it.  It had been a happy day.  Happy, yes, until Doc 

came home later - drunk. 

 

This time I didn't just look at him in disgust when he came in - even 

staggering a bit toward the bedroom.  "Damn you, Chris!" I said loudly.  The 

children were in their room but I didn't care if they heard me or not.  "You're 

always drunk!" 

 

He stopped, turned around and walked up to me.  "What you care for?" he 

yelled.   

 

"Damned drunk," I said loudly.  I looked at him directly in my eyes.. 

 

Doc stood there with an angry look on his face.  Then he slapped me across 

the face.  Hard.  "Bitch!" he yelled at me. 

 

Bitch!  I had not heard that word since that awful man had attacked me so 

many years ago, but the sound of the word brought instantaneous recall of 
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that horrible night.  I didn't hit him back, but faced him and said, "Get out!"  

Then I screamed, "Get out - NOW!" 

 

Doc grabbed his coat and stormed out of the house, got on his horse and 

rode off.  I slammed the door, sat down at the table, and had a cigarette to 

calm myself.   I didn't care if he ever came back.  "It's over," I thought to 

myself. 

 

During the next few days while Doc was gone I thought hard about the 

situation I was in and wondered what to do.  I had hoped that he would stop 

his drinking, but it was getting worse - not better.   

 

The town of Haley was beginning to suffer a bit, too.  A couple of stores had 

closed and people were talking about the fact that the Milwaukee Railroad 

was going to draw people more to the towns of Scranton, up north and 

Bowman, north but a bit further to the west.  The prospects of growth for 

Haley - even though it was the first town in Bowman County weren't good.  

People who had automobiles were going to Scranton and Bowman and 

purchasing supplies there which put increasing pressure on the local 

businesses - including the once prosperous Currie Store.   
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Doc came back five days later but this time he wasn't drunk when he walked 

into the house around supper time.  He didn't say much during supper, but 

smiled at the kids.  After supper but before he went into the bedroom, he 

turned to me and said, "I'm sorry, Bess." 

 

I just looked at him and said nothing.  Then he went into the bedroom and 

went to bed without saying another word. 

 

For the next few days Doc was sober and worked around the homestead 

making a few repairs to the shed and fixing the wooden fences down in the 

lower sheep pasture with Jim Edgar.  It was late September and the weather 

had been warm and dry.  We hadn't even experienced the first frost signaling 

the coming of the winter. 

 

One morning after breakfast Doc said, "I'm gonna sell the horses.  Take 'em 

to St. Louis on the train." 
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I was surprised at this but knew that the horse business was not getting better 

even though we had made money over the past couple of years.  "Oh," I 

said.  "You'll need some money to go, I suppose." 

 

"Maybe two hundred dollars," he said. 

 

"Fine," I said.  "Get it at the bank."  I didn't tell him which account he should 

use because I didn't want him to know that I knew about his private account. 

 

The next day Doc went into Haley and came back with two hundred dollars.  

"Got the money.  Gonna take the horses to Gascoyne tomorrow and put 'em 

on the train.  We'll go to St. Louis to sell 'em.  Probably take a week or two." 

 

Gascoyne was a stop just east of Scranton on the Milwaukee Road and they 

had stock pens there where you could load cattle, sheep and horses for 

shipment back east.  Ranchers usually sold their cattle to the stockyards in 

Chicago, the sheep in Sioux City, Iowa, and horses in St. Louis.  When 

shipping their livestock, they always went with the load to the sale.  So Doc 

would be traveling on the train to St. Louis. 
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He left early the next morning and barely said goodbye to both me and the 

kids.  He told me that a couple of the ranchers were going to help him take 

the horses up to Gascoyne but somehow I didn't really care.  I was thinking 

that it would be nice and peaceful with him gone for a couple of weeks.  I 

hoped that it might be even three weeks.  Maybe a month. 

 

Shortly after Doc left I wrote a letter to mama and papa.  Three years ago 

they had moved from Cando, North Dakota to Conrad, Montana up north 

near Great Falls.  Papa was managing the grain elevator there.  I told them 

about my problems with Doc, but I didn't tell them that he had hit me. 

 

Mama wrote back a week later saying that papa was still managing the grain 

elevator but he was nearing the time that he would like to quit and maybe 

find something else to do.  I wondered to myself if that something might 

include living on a homestead.  Mine. 

 

I went into Haley about two weeks after Doc had left and only took Sidney 

with me in the shawl.  At the bank I saw Anna again and walked over to her.  

She smiled at me. 
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"Hello, Bess," she said.  It appeared to me that she was very happy to see me 

and I again had a good feeling rush over my body.   

 

"Hi, Anna," I said. 

 

We chatted for a short while about the upcoming winter and how that might 

affect the school children.  "You'll have that problem next year," she said 

with a laugh. 

 

I invited her to come over to the homestead some weekend so we could chat 

some more. 

 

"I'd like that," she said.  "Just over the state line, right?  Near that stone 

johnnie on the hill?" 

 

I thought that comment was nice because it showed that she had been 

thinking of me and that she had learned where I was living.  "Yes," I said.  

Just down the hill on the western side." 

 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
256 

She said she could come over in two or three weeks - on a Sunday.  I told 

her that would be very nice.  We ended the conversation and I went out and 

Sidney and I drove home in the buggy - all the time I was thinking about her.  

And I started to reminisce about Linda as well.  I was beginning to have 

strange feelings again.  That was very pleasant - and exciting.  

 

Exactly twenty three days after Doc had left for St. Louis he returned.  He 

stumbled into the house after we had had supper - drunk and disheveled. 

 

"Doc!" I said as he came in.  "What happened to you?" 

 

"Nothing," he mumbled.  He then threw off his coat and went into the 

bedroom.  The side of his face was a bit bloody and I could see that there 

was blood spatter on the sleeve of his coat.  I didn't say anything but just 

hung up his coat, sat down, and had a cigarette. 

 

The next morning when he got up it was tense.  I could sense that something 

terribly wrong had taken place and begged him to tell me. 

 

"Got into a fight last night," he said.  "I'm OK." 
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He got up from the table, put on his coat and walked out of the house. 

 

Later in the day when I went outside to feed the chickens and collect the 

eggs I saw Jim Edgar standing by the shed. 

 

"Doc tell you?" he asked. 

 

"About what," I replied. 

 

"He lost money on the train back.  All of it." 

 

I was stunned.  "Lost money?" 

 

"Looks like to me he was gambling with some guys.  They took all of it." 

 

I was furious.  I went into the house, slammed the egg basket on the table 

and broke a few.  Lost the money.  Drunk.  Wouldn't even tell me.  Damn 

him! 
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I waited for a couple of days before I brought the subject up to Doc.  I told 

him that I knew about his losing the money and I was fed up with his being 

drunk at the time. 

 

"I'm sick of you, Bess," he said.  "Sick entirely." 

 

"Damn you, Chris," I screamed.  "Sick of me?  I'm fed up with you!" 

 

"I'm gonna go home," he said. 

 

"Home?" I exclaimed.  "Aren't you home?" 

 

"Back to Galesburg." 

 

I was stunned, but somehow relieved to hear that he would be leaving. 

 

"Get out!  Get out now," I screamed. 

 

Doc left the house and didn't come back for a couple of days.  When he did I 

talked with him and fortunately he wasn't drunk.  He told me that he was 
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finished with ranching and wanted to go back to where he came from - 

Galesburg, Illinois.  I told him that would be just fine with me and the next 

day we went into Haley to the bank, withdrew a thousand dollars for him to 

take with him, and he closed his account.  He told me that he had just sold 

his homestead and that he had plenty of money to take with him. 

 

When we were outside I told him to leave and to never never come back. 

 

I left him standing in front of the bank.  He probably hitched a ride to 

Scranton or Gascoyne, I didn't know and didn't care.  I was glad to see him 

gone and hoped that I would never see him again.  Ever. 

 

The next day I came back into Haley and went directly to Mr. Byrne's law 

office.  On Wednesday, November 14, 1915, I filed for divorce.  I had been 

married for eight years, lived on a ranch that I owned and had four very 

young children. 

 

I began to look forward to a future without Chris Stewart in my life. 
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Chapter Sixteen 

 

I hadn't seen mama and papa since I left Cando in 1908 when I was twenty 

one years old.  Now, after seven and a half years away, I had become a 

successful homesteader, a profitable small rancher, and a busy mother for 

four young and active children.  Having small herds of cattle and sheep as 

well as chickens to feed, a horse and a garden to tend kept me pretty busy 

over the next month before winter set in.   

 

Jim Edgar agreed to stay on with me full time and take care of both the cattle 

and sheep so I bought him a horse to make going between the pastures 

easier.  I was becoming increasingly aware, however, that Jim was getting 

older - late 60's - and was staying on mainly because he had become a friend 

who was genuinely concerned about me.  I talked with him about the 

possibility of my parents coming to live here and he thought that would be 

an excellent idea. 

 

Papa and mama were in their late fifties and from the letters I had received 

from them, papa had expressed concern about me and suggested that maybe 

in the spring he could discontinue managing the grain elevator up in Conrad, 
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Montana and move here along with mama to help run the ranch.  I was 

delighted that he had volunteered to do this because I didn't want to be in a 

position of having to ask him.  He said that they could come here at around 

the start of lambing season near the end of March or so. 

 

Stocking up supplies for the winter required me to get the assistance of Mrs. 

Collins to stay with the kids for a day as I took the buggy into Haley on 

Friday.  When I was in the Currie Store, I saw several of the homesteaders 

whom I had known ever since I arrived in town.  They didn't say anything to 

me but smiled as though they knew that Doc had left town.  I didn't care 

what they knew or what they thought, but if anyone were to ask me, I would 

have simply told them the truth - he's gone home to Illinois.   

 

It was around four o'clock as I left the creamery where I had delivered eight 

dozen eggs and I saw several children walking westward toward downtown 

from the school.  Anna would be coming over to my place on Sunday, or at 

least that what we talked about a couple of weeks ago in the bank, so I took 

the buggy east for about a quarter mile to the schoolhouse which was on the 

side of the hill north of the road.  I could see Anna in front talking with 

someone so I pulled into the entrance just to the east of the building. 
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Anna was finishing up her conversation with a couple whose child or 

children were apparently in the school and waved while she walked toward 

the buggy as I was stopping in the large yard.  "Hi, Bess!  See you on 

Sunday?"  She was wearing the same blue dress that she wore in the bank 

when I first met her along with a white woolen sweater. 

 

"Yes!  I was in town getting some supplies and thought I'd stop by."  I 

smiled at her and again was struck by her beauty.   

 

"You certainly have a load," she said as she pointed to my buggy with the 

boxes and bags piled in the back. 

 

"Winter supplies.  I have a root cellar.  How many kids do you have this 

year?" I asked. 

 

"Seventeen," she said.  "Mostly grades one through six, but two eighth 

graders.  The Paulson kids.  They'll be going to Scranton next year for high 

school." 
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We talked for about five minutes until another horse and buggy drove into 

the school yard and pulled up about thirty feet from mine.  "More parents," 

she said.  "Sunday - what's the best time?" 

 

"One o'clock?" I said. 

 

"Perfect.  See you then, Bess."  She reached out and shook my hand. 

 

"Bye, Anna," I said as I got into my buggy and headed back to the 

homestead.  Again I felt a strange rush that was so enjoyable and on the way 

home I couldn't help but think about her.  She never mentioned that she 

either knew or didn't know about Doc's leaving.   

 

When I arrived back at the homestead, Mrs. Collins told me that Billy had a 

runny nose.  Runny nose!  We had been fortunate not to have a lot of colds 

and sickness for the past couple of years.  I thanked Mrs. Collins and went to 

see Billy who was lying down.  His forehead was very warm.  "Hope it's no 

more than a runny nose," I thought. 
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That night the dream about Linda returned.  I was beginning to have this 

dream more frequently and in it I was always in Bowman waiting for the 

train to arrive from Miles City.  Each time, Linda would get off the train, see 

me, smile and walk toward me.  Each time when I would reach out my hand 

to touch her, I could never touch her because at the moment I would feel the 

touch I would always wake up.  It was frustrating because I longed for that 

touch again but didn't know how to prevent myself from waking up.  One of 

these days, I thought to myself, the dream will let me fulfill that longing. 

 

Anna arrived on horseback promptly at one o'clock Sunday afternoon and 

we spent the entire afternoon visiting about her school and her reasons for 

coming out to this part of the country. She explained that her father and 

mother had come to the Scranton area five years ago to homestead and she 

had simply come to be near them.  They were from Wisconsin where they 

operated a small dairy farm and had come west for the land given to settlers 

under the Homestead Act.  They initially tried to prove up on their land by 

growing wheat, but the dry summers had not yielded good results so two 

years ago they purchased some milk cows - about twenty Holsteins - and 

were trying to make a go of it in the dairy business.   
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Anna told me that she had been engaged to a man who was a college teacher 

but her fiancé broke off the engagement because she did not want to live on 

the east coast where he was teaching.  She had been out here for two years 

and was helping her parents on their dairy farm.  From the looks of her 

delicate hands and long fingers it did not appear to me that her work 

involved any outside activities.  She explained that she mainly tended the 

garden and taught piano lessons to about a dozen children who lived both in 

Scranton and on surrounding farms. 

 

Anna appeared to enjoy talking with Marion and Helen.  Marion, in 

particular, was excited to meet her teacher for the next year.  "We go to 

school now," she said enthusiastically.  "Mama teaches us!" 

 

"Really?" said Anna.  She looked at me with a smile. 

 

"I do," I said.  "We have school every day after supper." 

 

Marion got up, ran into the bedroom and came back with a small blackboard 

that was about three feet by three feet square inside a wooden frame.  It had 
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obviously been used extensively and had white chalk dust smeared all over it 

even though the kids had made an attempt to dust it off from time to time. 

 

"That's our school," I laughed.  "When I do dishes and we're in the living 

room after supper, both Marion and Helen are students in school.  We write 

the alphabet, words, numbers, count, add and subtract.  They are very good 

students." 

 

"What a good idea," said Anna.  She looked directly at Marion and Helen.  

"Learning is fun!  You have a good teacher, too!" 

 

"Yes we do," said Marion enthusiastically.  Helen jumped up and stood right 

in front of Anna and proudly counted from one to ten.  Not to be outdone, 

Marion then did the same except she counted to twenty.  All the while, Anna 

was smiling.  I knew that she understood that the purpose of "school" was to 

keep the kids occupied while I was trying to do work around the house.   

 

"You're excellent students," Anna said to both Marion and Helen as they 

grinned broadly and jumped up and down with delight.  Billy who was only 

three years old wanted to join in the conversation and said, "I'm a student 
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too!" with delight.  He couldn't count yet but showed a book about Uncle 

Wiggley, the rabbit gentleman, to Anna and told her that mama was reading 

it to him.  

 

I continued to visit with Anna as I made dinner - fried chicken the way 

mama made it and some potatoes and beans that I had stored in the root 

cellar.  After dinner I nursed Sidney and then put him to sleep.  Billy's runny 

nose was getting worse so I put him to bed after giving him a teaspoon of 

honey which he thought was medicine.  Anna and I visited some more while 

Marion and Helen got themselves ready for bed. 

 

"Sorry to hear about Doc," said Anna.  She obviously thought that 

conversation about Doc might be a sensitive topic. 

 

"That was coming for a long time," I said.  "He'll be happier now back home 

in Illinois." 

 

I told her that my mother and father would be coming to Haley in the spring 

and she nodded as though she felt that their living here would help me.  

"You have Jim Edgar to help, right?" she said.  "He's a good man, I hear." 
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"Yes," I said, "but he probably won't be here after mama and papa arrive.  

He even suggested that they come.  He's been wonderful to me through all of 

this." 

 

We talked for another half hour or so before she had to leave.  When she was 

leaving, I was tempted to hug her but didn't.  As she rode away I wondered 

where our friendship might lead, but understood that it might be quite 

awkward for her as she would be the teacher of my girls.  When we had 

talked about Marion's entering school during the next fall, she told me that 

she thought Helen was very bright and that I ought to consider having her 

enroll at the same time.  Helen would be five years old then, but Anna said 

that she felt Helen would be quite capable and that having Marion there as 

well would be helpful to her.  I felt that I would have to give that more 

thought, but it seemed like a good idea. 

 

For the next three weeks the kids traded sicknesses and eventually gave it to 

me as well.  Billy's runny nose turned out to be a mild case of the flu which 

promptly spread to Marion and Helen - then to me - incapacitating all of us 

except Sidney for about five days.  The kids developed a deep cough which 
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lasted for a couple of weeks but fortunately that didn't spread to me.  I found 

myself just tolerating it and kept on working right through it. 

 

By the time the new year arrived we were all well but were snowed in 

completely from the heavy weather of late December.  Then the temperature 

dropped to zero and below, and the cold didn't break until late January.  We 

were generally house bound except for my daily ventures out to the shed, 

chicken coop and helping Jim whenever I could.  We kept the sheep and 

cattle in the enlarged corrals and the expanded shed so Jim didn't have 

venture very far from his cozy sheep wagon. 

 

In mid February I had a stroke of luck when the banker, Elmer Thune, rode 

out to my place and told me that three quarter sections that were in the same 

section as my homestead - each containing one hundred sixty acres - had 

been abandoned and that I could have them by paying the back taxes.  This 

was similar to the time when Doc and I secured the two full sections just east 

of my homestead.  I immediately agreed to pay the back taxes and within a 

week I secured title to the three abandon quarter sections.  This added four 

hundred and eighty acres to my property so I now owned three full sections 

of land totaling nineteen hundred and twenty acres.   



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
270 

 

 

Image 014 

 

In mid February I received a letter from mama and papa, and one from Doc 

which surprised me.  He said that he was fine and was apologetic that he had 

left.  I didn't sense anything from his letter that suggested he wanted to come 

back and for that I was thankful.  I didn't want him around here and had 

adjusted nicely to his absence.  I wrote back to him and told him I was happy 

that he had finally settled down at home - I deliberately used "home" - and 

wished him the best of luck and happiness.  I didn't want to encourage him 

to come back in any way and told him that mama and papa were coming to 

live with us.  Curiously he didn't mention the kids in his letter, and that was 

a disappointment, but I told the kids that we heard from their dad and that he 

sent his love to them.  I was fed up with men. 

 

Mama and papa said in their letter that papa had left his job at the grain 

elevator in Conrad, Montana and that they would be gathering their things to 

move to Haley in mid-March.  I was delighted at this news because I would 

need all the help I could get.  I wrote back to them and told them I was very 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
271 

happy and that the kids and I were looking forward to their coming.  I hadn't 

told the children that their grandparents would be coming to live with us.  

They had never seen them before so I felt that I would have to tell them all 

about their grandparents over the next few weeks before mama and papa 

arrived.  

 

I only saw Anna once during this time - in mid February when I picked up 

mama and papa's letter from the Currie store.  I told her about my obtaining 

more land and that mama and papa would be joining me in March.  Anna 

told me that she was very busy with school and that she hoped that we could 

get together sometime for a visit.  I was encouraged by that and again felt a 

significant attraction to her.  I was coming to the realization, however, any 

hopes for developing something more than a simple friendship with her were 

perhaps more of a fantasy than recognition of reality.  

 

I continued to have the same dream about Linda.  They were reoccurring 

about once every month and continued to be frustrating because I was never 

able to touch her.  Whenever I went to bed I wondered if I would have the 

dream again and hoped that it would not end too soon as it did in the many 

others.  Always, however, I awoke before feeling the touch. 
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In early March the flood came again with another ice jam to the west on the 

Grand River.  Several of the ranchers suffered damage - particularly those 

whose buildings were in the flood plains.   Fortunately my property was on 

higher ground - even the quarter section immediately west of my homestead 

and while the flood went over the banks of the river just to the north, the 

water didn't reach the state line.  The river was at flood stage under the new 

bridge in Haley, but this time the bridge was high enough so as to avoid any 

damage.  Even the occasional logs and debris that floated down the river 

went safely under the bridge.  People further to the east of Haley, however, 

did not fare so well and one rancher lost all of his buildings along with about 

a hundred head of cattle. 

 

Mama and papa would be arriving the next week and originally they had told 

me that they would be getting off the train with their belongings in Bowman.  

I wrote back immediately and told them I would meet them in Scranton, a 

little town about twelve miles east of Bowman but only about twelve miles 

north of Haley.  It wasn't just the convenience of meeting them somewhere 

closer.  I hadn't been to Bowman since the day Linda failed to arrive on the 

train and I didn't want to confront the emotions I would certainly feel about 
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being there alone while waiting for them on the same train from Miles City.  

Still, after eight full years my feelings were raw.   

 

On the morning of the day when papa and mama were going to be arriving 

in Scranton, Mrs. Collins came early and I went into Haley to get the wagon 

and team of horses that I had arranged to borrow from Mr. Feist at the 

lumber yard to bring them and their belongings to my place.  The weather 

was dry and only a few white cotton like clouds floated quietly in the sky.  

The road to Scranton would not be muddy - something that I had feared 

earlier in the week.   

 

The twelve mile trip took only three hours and I arrived in town with a 

couple of hours to spare before the eastbound Milwaukee Road train was 

scheduled to pull into the station.  Scranton was growing because of the 

railroad - much at the expense of Haley to the south.  There was a coal mine 

just east of town and two new grain elevators where the farmers could bring 

their crops to store and be shipped east to Minneapolis.  The Curries had 

anticipated what would happen to Haley because of the railroad and had 

recently opened a new store in Scranton.  I knew their business in Haley was 

not as good as it was in past years, and hoped that they wouldn't decide to 
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close the store because that would mean that I would be faced with a twelve 

mile trip every time I wanted to stock up with supplies. 

 

The eastbound train was on time and chugged and hissed its way into 

Scranton promptly at one o' clock.  There were only two passenger cars and 

when I saw mama and papa, I felt like a little girl again!  There they were, 

looking a bit tired, but walking briskly toward me with big smiles on their 

faces.  I was waiting for papa's words and just as I walked up to them he 

said, "Hi, my Bessie!"  I hadn't heard him say "my Bessie" since the day I 

left the tiny train station in Leeds eight years ago.  Mama had tears in her 

eyes and just said, "Oh, Bessie!" as she hugged me tightly. 

 

Neither of them appeared to have aged much.  Papa's hair was a little more 

grey but his mustache was still dark and well-groomed.  Of course he was 

wearing a suit and stood tall as he looked into my eyes adoringly as he had 

done so often when I was a child.  I thought he looked more like a banker 

than a grain elevator operator!  I heard papa laugh and it was as though we 

were sitting at the supper table back in Cando so long ago. 
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Mama was wearing a long dress and carried a rather large red plaid canvas 

bag which I assumed was her purse.  She had gained weight - those from her 

side of the family were on the heavier side - but she wasn't fat.  Her cheeks 

were the same rosy red that I had remembered, her hair which was neatly put 

up in a bun had grey and white streaks - the same way I remembered that she 

had always worn it. 

 

We waited for the baggage agent to unload their two rather small trunks and 

I was surprised that they hadn't brought more of their belongings.  "Not 

much to carry, my Bessie," papa said.  "Left some things in Conrad and 

might have them shipped down later." 

 

I was a bit relieved that they hadn't brought more since I had very little room 

in the house back in Haley.  Mama said that she wanted to go into the store 

as she pointed to the Currie Store just a short walk from the train.  She 

walked over to the store as papa and I loaded the two trunks onto the wagon.  

We pulled the wagon away from the train station and over in front of the 

store where we went in to see what mama wanted to buy. 
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Mama had picked out some yard goods to make dresses for the girls and 

pants and shirts for the boys.  She also purchased a good quantity of sewing 

materials - needles, thread, thimbles - and obviously knew how she was 

going to spend her time when we got home.  I think she had been looking 

forward to this for a long time and all papa could do was stand and grin at 

her.  "Looks like you're gonna be busy, Nellie," he said with a laugh.  I 

thought she had bought enough yard goods to make at least a dozen dresses. 

 

The ride back to Haley took about three hours and we were in no hurry as 

we spent the entire journey talking about the past eight years.  Papa and told 

me all about their experience in Conrad, Montana.  "Colder up there than in 

Cando," he said.  Mama said that she didn't like their house in Conrad as 

much as where we lived in Cando and that there hadn't been many good 

stores in town.  "Lots of folks driving automobiles there," she said.  "Never 

ridden in one myself."  There were many more automobiles in Scranton and 

even in Haley these days, I thought to myself.  Maybe one of these days 

we'll have one.  "Automobiles are going to replace the horse and buggy for 

sure," I said.  Papa nodded in agreement. 
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I told them a little bit about Doc and the problems we had with his drinking.  

I didn't go into much detail and never told them that he had hit me.  

"Whiskey'll do that to you," is all papa said.  Mama told me that she was 

glad that I didn't have to deal with that problem any more. 

 

Most of the conversation was about the children.  I went into detail 

describing them, not only physically but the kinds of things they like to do.  

In my letters to them I had written about the children and described them, 

but the time we had on the wagon gave them a chance to ask a lot of 

questions. 

 

"Marion is a responsible little girl," I said, "and she looks after the other 

kids."  I described her as being quite tall for her age, always having a big 

grin on her face, big brown eyes and wavy hair, and so willing to help 

around the house.  "She will turn six years old in May, and is looking 

forward to school next fall," I said, "Her teacher is very nice."  I didn't go 

into any detail about Anna and my growing fondness for her. 

 

"Helen is nearly as tall as Marion.  She is very smart and likes to get into 

trouble at times."  I described her as being very similar in appearance to 
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Marion - both with the same dark brown colored hair and eyes.  I told them 

about Helen climbing up on the roof of the sod house from the back where it 

meets the ground on the side of the hill and how I tried to explain to her that 

walking on the roof might be fun, but it also might cause it to leak when it 

rains.  I think Helen understood what I was saying, but I still caught her on 

the roof from time to time.  "She likes taking care of the chickens," I said.  

"She always wants to go out and get the eggs for me."  I told them about 

Anna's suggesting that Helen start school along with Marion.  Both mama 

and papa were a little surprised at that."   

 

"Think she's old enough?" asked mama. 

 

"Her teacher thinks so," I said.  "Like I mentioned, Helen is very bright and 

wants to do the same things that Marion is doing.  She'll be five years old.  

We'll see." 

 

"You'll love Billy," I said.  "He's a very active little boy and tries to keep up 

with his older sisters."  I told them that our helper, Jim Edgar, had made 

some toys for Billy and he loved to play with them.  He had made a little 

horse out of wood and a tractor with wheels that actually turned.  Billy loved 
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to play with them and he would often take a spoon and use it like a little 

plow to plow the ground.  "Billy says he wants to be a farmer," I said.  "It's 

going to be a few years before he'll be a real help." 

 

"All Sidney likes to do is eat and smile," I said.  "Both Marion and Helen 

call him 'Tip,'" I said, because Sidney is a little hard for them and especially 

Billy to say.  "So I guess we have a 'Tip' in the family!"  Tip would be a year 

old in May, had learned to walk early, and enjoyed scooting around the 

house and getting into everything.  "I worry sometimes about his getting too 

near the stove," I said, "but Marion and Helen always point to the stove and 

say "Hot!"  I'm not sure if he understands what "hot" is, but he seems to 

know to not touch it." 

 

When we came over the small hill just before Haley, I pointed to the hill 

about a mile south where we could see the stone johnnie that I had built.  

Over the past eight years I had added flat rocks to it and on several occasions 

Marion and Helen helped stack the rocks.  Helen calls it our "stonie johnie."  

I pointed to the hill in the south and said, "House is just down the hill to the 

right of the johnnie.  Those hills to the right in the distance are the Teepee 

Buttes." 
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We arrived at the house as the sun was beginning to set in the west.  The 

kids were excited to see mama and papa and both Marion and Helen couldn't 

stop hugging each of them.  Billy was a bit shy at first, but then wanted to 

show papa his toys.   

 

I thanked Mrs. Collins for helping and after she left, we saddled up 

Annabelle and papa rode her while following me into Haley so I could return 

the wagon to Mr. Feist.  After we left the wagon I jumped on Annabelle 

behind papa and we rode back to the homestead. 

 

Mama wanted to cook supper but I wouldn't let her.  Instead, I fried some 

chicken and we all had supper together.  The feeling was wonderful.  A 

family dinner.  That was something we hadn't done in a long time. 

 

I arranged for mama and papa to have my bedroom.  I had purchased a small 

but comfortable sofa because from now on and for as long as I could think 

into the future, that would be my bed. 
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As I drifted off to sleep that night, I felt an inner peace unlike any that I had 

felt since leaving Cando.  Giles and Nellie Parker are with us.  Papa and 

mama!  They are home with us. 

 

We're a family!   

 

All six of us! 

 

For the first time in a long while, I felt secure. 

 

I slept soundly and at peace all night.  The dream came again - and again 

there was no touch. 
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Chapter Seventeen 

 

It didn't take mama long to start making dresses for the girls.  The next 

morning she was busy taking their measurements while papa was 

assembling the sewing machine that she had put into one of the trunks.  I 

knew that one of the trunks was rather heavy when we brought it in, but 

didn't know that she was prepared to become a clothing manufacturer.  She 

looked very happy and the girls were delighted with all of the attention. 

 

I took papa on a tour of the property and introduced him to Jim Edgar.  Jim 

and papa were like-minded, both teetotalers and hard workers and appeared 

to like each other immediately.  Papa was particularly interested in the cattle 

which were down in the lower pasture.  "They look good," he said.  "Gonna 

have some nice calves, I'll bet." 

 

Spring was almost in full bloom as the crocuses were out in abundance and 

the grass was starting to turn a beautiful green after the harsh winter.  There 

wasn't much mud, but we were on horseback and papa enjoyed riding Jim's 

horse, Bess.  I thought it was rather funny that he had named his horse Bess - 

Jim had a good sense of humor which I enjoyed to the fullest. 
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Lambing time came and went with much success as both papa and Jim were 

busy tending the sheep.  Papa appeared to be very happy being a rancher and 

not having to worry about storing and shipping grain any more or haggling 

with farmers about the price of commodities.  Mama made four dresses for 

each of the girls and was busy making shirts and pants for Billy.  She even 

became the kids' barber - carefully cutting and fixing up the girl's hair and 

giving Billy one of his first haircuts.   

 

In early May, mama came into the house in a rush.  "Bess," she said almost 

out of breath.  "There's a snake in the shed!" 

 

"Oh Mama, that's Hiss!  He's a pet.  Won't hurt you.  Just hiss at you now 

and then if you get too close.  The kids can actually touch him and he doesn't 

mind.  Don't really know if Hiss is a he or she.  Doesn't matter.  Kills mice." 

 

"A pet?" said mama.  "Oh, my!  Well, he's your pet - not mine.  Scared of 

any snake, I am." 
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I laughed to myself and the girls thought it was funny, too.  They started to 

ask mama if she wanted to come out to the shed with them to pet Hiss.  That 

always made them laugh.  Mama never did pet him, though - at least I don't 

think she ever did. 

 

In late August the girls were very excited because they would be going to 

school for the first time.  A real school.  Helen, in particular, was thrilled 

that she would be going along with Marion.  I'm not sure if Marion was 

really happy about that, though, because she and Helen were becoming a bit 

competitive with one another.  Billy continually asked, "Mama, when can I 

go to school?"  He was disappointed but I told him that he would be going to 

school with me while the girls were gone during the day.  That seemed to 

please him. 

 

On Monday, September 4, 1916, I took the girls to school in the horse and 

buggy.  First day of school!  That would be a memorable day for them.  

Anna was at the front steps of the school greeting the students and their 

parents as they arrived.  She was wearing a beautiful light tan dress with 

darker brown trim and it was well coordinated with the color of her hair as 

well as the waving prairie grass.   
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Marion was a bit subdued when we arrived, but not Helen.  Helen was truly 

excited and literally jumped out of the buggy.  She didn't wait for Marion 

and me but ran up to Anna.  Anna smiled at her and waited for both Marion 

and me to catch up with Helen.  "Hi, Marion!  Hi, Helen!  I'm happy that 

you are here," she said.  She then looked at me.  "I'll take care of them, Bess.  

They'll be good students, I'm sure." 

 

There was little time to visit with Anna because several other parents were 

bringing their children to greet her.  I thanked Anna, returned to the buggy 

and went back to the homestead after stopping at the creamery to deliver ten 

dozen fresh eggs. 

 

Over the next few weeks Marion and Helen seemed to adjust well to the new 

routine of going to school each day.  When I came back from taking them to 

school, I always sat down with Billy and read to him.  We even started to 

use the blackboard, but he was a bit frustrated that he didn't know how to do 

much other than scribble on it.  I always praised him for what he was doing 

and asked him what he had created.   
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Papa had become a true rancher and had developed his own routine tending 

the sheep and cattle.  Jim Edgar had been very helpful in showing papa all of 

the places around the ranch and in the sheds and corrals.  Jim had even 

introduced papa to Hiss.  During the second week in October he came to the 

house to talk with me. 

 

"Bess," he said.  "It's time for me to move on.  Giles knows everything that 

he needs to know about the sheep and cattle.  How to run things." 

 

"Oh, Jim," I said.  "You have been such a great helper.  I couldn't have done 

any of this without you.  Where will you go?" 

 

"Bowman," he said.  "Most of my friends there." 

 

I hated to see Jim go.  He had been not only an invaluable helper on the 

ranch, but he provided so much emotional support during the time we had to 

deal with Doc's drinking.  He would be missed, for sure, but I had 

confidence that papa would fill his shoes quite well. 
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The winter of 1916-1917 was rather mild but we did have a considerable 

amount of snow.  We had no flood in the spring and both lambing and 

calving went off without a hitch.  When it came time to shear and dock the 

sheep, I hired Ludvig Fisher again to come and help and to teach papa how 

shearing was done.  That wasn't something that papa particularly enjoyed, 

but he did it anyway.  I made a mental note to have Ludvig come back the 

following year. 

 

Before the final day of school in May, papa and I went to Scranton where I 

bought a new car.  A Hupmobile!  I had talked with Mr. Feist who had a 

Ford Model T and Mr. Currie who had a Hupmobile and Mr. Currie 

convinced me that the Hupmobile was what I needed.  He also spent time 

with me in April teaching me how to drive, but I found that starting it was a 

chore.  You had to turn the crank in the front of the car and it usually took 

two people. 

 

I drove the new Hupmobile back to Haley slowly over the rough but not 

muddy road.  Unlike all the Model T's that I had seen, the Hupmobile was 

not all black in color.  My new Hup had a black hood in front but was 

painted a dark blue from the front windshield back to the trunk.  The seats 
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were comfortable and it had a steering wheel made out of wood.  There were 

three forward gears and one reverse gear, and you had to understand how to 

use the clutch in order to shift gears - that took some time for me to learn.  

The Hup had a canvas top which we could fold back and that's what we did 

during the ride back to Haley.  It was a little like riding a horse, but the car 

had no brains.  You had to pay attention to what you were doing when 

driving. 

 

Mr. Currie said that the Hups, as they were called, were faster than the 

Model T's, but I just took his word for it rather than see how fast I could 

drive it.  All during the trip papa sat silently holding on to his seat for dear 

life.  His knuckles were white.  He said he enjoyed the ride, but I didn't 

believe him.  The car rode pretty smoothly but it made a lot of noise, too.  

Quite unlike the horse and buggy, I thought to myself.   It was fun, though, 

to feel the rush of the wind in my face as we plodded along to Haley.  I'm 

not so sure papa enjoyed it.  He was wearing his hat and kept reaching up to 

hold on to it so it wouldn't blow off. 

 

Since I had no place to put the car, I hired Ken Fisher to build a small garage 

for me and he did so putting it just north of the house.  He also provided me 
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with a large tank by the garage where I could store two hundred gallons of 

gasoline so we wouldn't have to go into town to refuel it.  There was a local 

bulk gasoline dealer, Max Arnett, who would come once a month or 

whenever needed to deliver gasoline for the tank.   

 

The kids were excited about the new automobile and immediately wanted a 

ride.  Billy wanted to drive, but I told him that he would have to wait until he 

was a bit bigger.  We drove down to the Haley bridge and back about three 

times as the kids were thoroughly enjoying themselves and whooped for joy. 

The car made an interesting sound when we were driving and from that 

sound Billy named the car "Tooey Tooey"  - because tooey tooey is how it 

sounded.  The name stuck. 

 

During the summer when I was in Haley without the children I met up with 

Anna who had come out of the Currie store as I was about to enter.  "Hi, 

Anna," I said. 

 

"Bess," she replied, "it's good to see you!  We should have a talk." 
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We sat down on a bench just east of the store.  "Marion and Helen did very 

well," she said.  I had received their grade reports and Anna confirmed what 

had been written.  "Helen is a very bright little girl.  I was impressed with 

her eagerness to learn.  She is well above some of the other children in her 

progress." 

 

I had known that Helen had done very well in school despite her young age.  

"That's good to know, Anna.  How about Marion?" 

 

"She's above average," said Anna.  "She reads very well for her age but 

seems to have a little difficulty with arithmetic." 

 

We continued to talk about the girls and how pleased Anna was with their 

progress.  That was reassuring to me to hear it directly from her teacher. 

 

"I have some news," said Anna.  "I'm going to be married in the fall." 

 

That came as a shock to me and I looked at Anna with a surprised look on 

my face.  "Oh," I said.  I felt that I had expressed some disappointment and 

then said, "That's wonderful news!  Wonderful!  To whom?" 
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"His name is Arthur Luten.  He's from Bowman." 

 

Bowman!  Again!  My thoughts immediately turned to my feelings on that 

dreadful day so many years ago when Linda failed to arrive.  "From 

Bowman?" I said. 

 

"Yes, I've known him since shortly after I arrived out here.  His parents are 

friends of my parents.  They operate a small dairy near Bowman.  I'm so 

excited!" 

 

Excited!  I wasn't, but didn't let it show.   

 

"Will you come to the wedding?" 

 

"Of course," I said.  Actually I wasn't excited about seeing her get married 

but didn't let my feelings show. 

 

We talked for a while longer about her wedding plans and that next year she 

would most likely move to Bowman and give up her teaching position in 
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Haley.  Many people seemed to be moving out of Haley and either going to 

Bowman or Scranton.  The town wasn't growing any more - quite the 

opposite.  We were losing a lot of good people who were following the 

growth of the county in the towns along the Milwaukee Road. 

 

Anna gave me the wedding date in October and I lied when I told her how 

happy I was for her.  Somehow I felt that Anna could sense my 

disappointment, but she didn't let it show.  On the way back to the ranch my 

thoughts turned to the shattered but distant hopes that I had for any sort of 

relationship other than simple friendship with her.  Selfish, I thought.  I also 

remembered vividly about how I felt when learning of Linda's death.  That 

was a true heartbreaking event and while this news was very disappointing, 

it wasn't so life shattering.  But in a way I felt rejected.   

 

In mid October I attended Anna's wedding and somehow I didn't have any 

more feelings of rejection.  In fact, I was happy for her.  The day was crisp 

and clear in Scranton - I was thankful it wasn't in Bowman - and I enjoyed 

visiting with her parents, her new husband and many of their well-dressed 

friends.  Anna was now a friend - not a hope to be relationship.  I felt at 

peace with that. 
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The next seven years passed by quickly and full of happiness on the ranch.  

Others in the area were not so lucky.  Several of the ranchers experienced 

injuries with farm equipment.  One rancher's son was operating a tractor and 

mowing hay, and stopped the tractor without first disengaging the mower.  

At the rear of the tractor where the connection is made from the mower to 

the tractor's "power takeoff" - the connection that transfers the power of the 

tractor to the mower - they did not have a shield over the power takeoff.  The 

young boy's shirt was hooked by the powerful connection and he was killed. 

 

Another rancher who had purchased a truck with a hydraulic lift that enabled 

them to raise the box of the truck up so they could dump grain was foolish 

enough to lean over the frame of the truck and under the raised box that was 

full of wheat.  He apparently touched one of the control rods to the hydraulic 

lift and the box came down quickly and crushed him. 

 

We had only one bad winter during those seven years and lost a few sheep.  

That was the first time the severe winter had cost us any livestock and to 

prevent any such further occurrences, we built an extension to the shed.  We 

also built a barn that connected to the shed extension.  It had a hay mow 
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where we could put hay and alfalfa rather than rely on bringing it in from the 

haystacks near the corral.  We also purchased a piece of equipment called a 

spreader that enabled us to distribute food for the sheep in the winter.  The 

food consisted of cotton seed cakes - small nuggets of compressed cotton 

seed each a little cylinder approximately one and one half inches long and 

one inch in diameter.  This was healthy food for the sheep, but Billy and Tip 

both liked to eat them.  That was a bit disgusting to me, but they seemed to 

enjoy it.  "Boys will be boys," I thought to myself. 

 

Papa started to take the boys fishing on the Grand River.  I wasn't much of a 

fisherman, but the kids loved it and would always bring back fish - bullheads 

and sunfish - which papa would clean for them and mama would fry.  That 

was a fun departure from the traditional fried chicken, steaks, and pheasant 

which the boys told me they were tired of eating. 

 

Our cattle and sheep herds had grown until I felt that we were at capacity 

given the amount of property I owned.  Papa had become a good rancher and 

mama continued to focus on making new clothing for the kids but spending 

much of her time mending and repairing the existing clothing that had been 

torn and altering some when needed because of the growing kids.  The 
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country went to war and several of the young men from this area joined the 

army.  I heard that two were killed in France. 

 

We did have a scare, however, during the spring and summer of 1918.  An 

epidemic of a particular deadly form of the flu spread around the world and 

killed as many as ten percent of those who were infected.  There were no 

reports of any outbreaks in Bowman County as of the beginning of the 

summer, but in July and August we heard that there had been a few cases 

further east in Hettinger.  We stayed on the ranch and didn't go into town 

much, thinking that if we were not exposed to anyone who might have been 

carrying the flu, we would not get it ourselves.   

 

During the summer of 1919, we planned a trip for the fourth of July.  We 

piled all four kids and mama and papa into the Hupmobile and left early for 

the twenty mile drive west over to the Cave Hills in South Dakota.  Mama 

had packed a picnic basket loaded with fried chicken, potato salad, carrots, 

cookies and cake as well as a jug of lemonade.   

 

The trip took us west to the little town of Ludlow, South Dakota which was 

on the highway from Bowman to the Black Hills of South Dakota about 
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ninety miles to the south.  From Ludlow it was about five miles further west 

to a the small church known to us as the Cox Catholic Church - very close to 

Crooked Creek which trickled northward to join the Grand River across the 

state line.  From the Cox Church it was about a two mile drive up to the first 

plateau of the Cave Hills and to the picnic area. 

 

The Cave Hills are two plateaus consisting of sandstone and rise almost six 

hundred feet above the prairie below.  From a distance they looked like large 

flat topped buttes, but instead of the typical white rock outcroppings on the 

side, they were pock marked with splotches of green. This was because they 

are covered in some places - particularly in the various canyons - with the 

distinctive dark green ponderosa pine.  The Cave Hills had been a place of 

religious significance to the Lakota Indian tribes and had excellent clear free 

flowing springs.  The kids had fun dipping their faces into the clear pool at 

the picnic springs and drinking the tasty cold water.  Billy said, "We're in a 

forest!" 

 

There was a large gathering of ranchers and visitors from the neighboring 

area all parked in their various automobiles in an area that had several picnic 
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tables constructed out of the native pine.  We were fortunate to have arrived 

early enough to secure a table in the shade of a large ponderosa pine tree. 

 

The children - particularly Helen and Billy - had fun with other children who 

were there with their families.  Marion decided that she should help mama 

with the picnic lunch and Tip stayed close to papa.  He was a bit young to go 

running and yelling with the older kids. 

 

We enjoyed a the nice picnic lunch that mama had prepared and after a 

couple more hours of play, we packed up our belongings for the drive back 

to Haley.  On our way we stopped at the Lee ranch just west of where we 

lived.  Mama and papa had never met the Lees and we enjoyed a short visit 

until the kids began to get restless and it was time to head home. 

 

 Before we left, however, Mr. Lee had a camera and took a photo of the kids.  

A couple of weeks after he had the film developed, he brought it to us at the 

ranch. 

  

Image 015 
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Marion was 9 years old, Helen 8, Billy 7 and Tip 4 years old.  They were 

happy kids with Marion, Helen and Billy in school and Tip going "to 

school" with me at home.  Tip wanted very badly to join his brother and 

sisters at school in town, but was just too young. 

 

In 1922 I was having problems with the Hupmobile and decided to buy a 

new car.  This time I chose the touring model of the Model T Ford.  This car 

was larger than the Hup and had an electric starter which was far better than 

turning the front crank that we had become accustomed to doing.   This car 

wasn't multi-colored at all.  It was all black just as I had heard that Henry 

Ford had said, "You can have any color car you want - so long as it's black." 

 

The Model T was more comfortable and we could drive much faster than 

with the Hup.  I wasn't a fast driver, though, but the kids always wanted me 

to speed up.  It didn't have a canvas top, either.  I liked it immensely, not 

only because it was easy to start - sometimes - but because the ride seemed 

to be smoother.  Still, I didn't like venturing out on muddy roads.  The kids 

liked it because they could be driven to school in their "new car."  They 

named it "Blackie." 
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In the spring of 1924, papa had a heart attack.  He and Ludvig Fisher had 

just completed shearing the sheep and papa came in from shearing, sat down 

and complained of being short of breath. 

 

I took him immediately into Haley to see Dr. Poppe.  After examining papa, 

Dr. Poppe said that his condition didn't seem to be serious, but that he 

needed a lot of rest.  The doctor said he didn't think there was any need to 

take him to a hospital in Bowman or Hettinger, so I took him home and 

insisted that he remain on the sofa to rest for a few days.  Papa insisted that 

he was all right, but both mama and I convinced him to take it easy.  Maybe 

I should say that mama convinced him by saying sternly, "You stay right 

there, Giles!"  He remained on the sofa. 

 

My thoughts immediately focused on what to do.  I knew that papa wasn't 

well, that he was smoking his pipe too much and always chewing tobacco.  

So I went into Haley the next day to speak with Mr. Currie and Mr. Feist 

about anyone they knew whom I could hire full time to help on the ranch.  

Mr. Feist said that he knew of a man who was new in town and who had 

come from eastern South Dakota.  He had been divorced and had no family 

here and was looking for work. 
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The next day, a Wednesday, I went into Haley to Mr. Feist's lumber yard 

and met him.  His name was Ole Michelson and he had immigrated to this 

country twenty years ago from Norway.  He was tall, handsome, and spoke 

perfect English so no one would ever know that he didn't grow up in this 

country.   

 

Ole told me that he had been a rancher, knew how to handle cattle, sheep 

and especially horses, but understood that we didn't raise horses.  After 

visiting with him for about an hour, I asked him if he would be willing to 

come work for me on the ranch.  I told him that I had an excellent sheep 

wagon where he could live if he didn't want to live in the boarding house in 

Haley.  Ole said that he wanted the job, we shook hands, and agreed that he 

should start on the following Monday, June 23, 1924. 

 

I had spoken to papa about hiring someone to help, and although he said he 

felt fine, he looked as though he was very much relieved.  Mama wasn't very 

subtle about how she felt.  "You need help, Giles," she said sternly.  With 

that, papa nodded in agreement.  On Monday Ole rode up on his horse and 

knocked on the door to begin work.   We had full time help and I was happy. 
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Ole was a hard worker.  He always was up and on the job earlier than any of 

us and it didn't take him long to learn from papa exactly what was needed to 

be done around the ranch.  He was highly organized and rarely took any time 

off work - even to go into town except when I needed help.  Papa liked him 

very much and, mainly through mama's insistence, reduced his work to 

tending the garden and occasionally milking the cow.   

 

Ole didn't let me help him even during lambing season although I 

volunteered.  "I can do it, Bess," he said.  "Done it a lot before."  He didn't 

do all the shearing himself, though, because by this time we had almost three 

hundred head of sheep.  Ludvig Fisher once again helped us shear all the 

sheep. 

 

Both Marion and Helen had finished school in Haley and we sent them to 

high school in Scranton and boarded them with the Grimes family who were 

friends of the Curries.  They enjoyed the first year of high school, but the 

principal of the school had a problem with Helen because of her age.  She 

was entirely capable of doing high school work, but he felt that she should 
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be held back at least one grade so she would be classmates with students of 

her own age. 

 

I disagreed with him, but he insisted and told me that he had decided at the 

beginning of the next year in the fall of 1926, that she would be put back a 

year and retake her first year of high school.   

 

That infuriated me, so I wrote to my niece, Pearl, in Chicago.  I had met her 

during one of her trips out here to visit Doc.  She was actually Doc's niece - 

my niece by marriage - and the daughter of Doc's sister who was about 

twenty years older than Doc.  So Pearl was about twenty years older than 

Marion and Helen and to them I referred to her as "Auntie Pearl."  I arranged 

for Pearl to take Marion and Helen for at least two years. 

 

In July, 1926, I put Marion and Helen on the train to Chicago where they 

would stay for the next two years.  Billy was in the sixth grade in the Haley 

school and Tip, finally, was enjoying being "in a real school" as he said to 

me.  Billy was an excellent student and would be going to high school in 

Scranton the following year. 
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The year 1927 started out to be a promising year with a mild winter.  We had 

an excellent lambing season, wool crop, and a bumper crop of calves.  Papa 

continued to work in the garden in the summer but stopped milking the cow.  

He appeared to look very tired to me and didn't seem to have that radiant 

smile that I had been accustomed to all my life.   

 

I received several letters from Auntie Pearl who told me that Marion and 

Helen had blossomed and were excellent students at Lyons Township High 

School in LaGrange, Illinois, a western suburb of Chicago.  In fact, instead 

of holding Helen back, they promoted both Helen and Marion to the 

eleventh grade!  That made me feel very happy that I disregarded the 

Scranton principal's decision to hold Helen back.  A junior in high school - 

and at age fifteen! 

 

On the morning of Thursday, December 8, 1927, tragedy struck.  Papa had 

gone out to the shed in the early afternoon.  Mama and I were busy in the 

house when Ole came in looking very concerned.  "Come!  It's Giles!" 

 

We rushed out to the shed and found papa lying face down in the straw.  My 

wonderful papa, Giles Parker, who had been so dear to me for so long, was 
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dead.  He had apparently suffered another heart attack.  He was sixty five 

years old.  I would never hear those words that I loved to hear him say ever 

again.  "My Bessie." 

 

   

That evening I drove into town and went to Mr. Currie's home.  They had a 

telephone and I called Auntie Pearl in Chicago because I wanted Marion and 

Helen to hear the sad news directly from me.  It was a very difficult 

telephone call because each of them was crying.  After the call I went home 

to comfort mama.  I slept with her that night.  Each of us cried ourselves to 

sleep. 

 

On Sunday we held a small funeral service for papa in Scranton.  I told the 

girls that they shouldn't come and leave their school.  We buried papa in 

Scranton and went home to Haley to face the oncoming winter. 

 

Life at home during the winter months and spring of 1928 were not happy as 

we missed papa.  The winter was rather mild, but mama rarely smiled and 

seemed to lose the spark that I always saw in her eyes.  She missed papa so 

much.  Ole was of tremendous help and support not only in doing the ranch 
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work, but in talking to mama and me - and especially Billy and Tip.  He was 

comforting to us all and I was glad that I had made the choice to have him as 

part of our ranch family.  We all felt closer to him. 

 

In May of 1928 Marion and Helen graduated together from Lyons Township 

High School in LaGrange, IL.  Helen was only sixteen years old.  A week 

after their graduation they arrived in Scranton after being away from home 

for nearly two years.  Mama, Billy, Tip and I were there to meet them at the 

train.  They wanted to go to papa's gravesite, so mama and I took them and 

we left some flowers that the girls had picked from the prairie.  "Papa would 

have liked these," said Marion.  Helen was crying.  It was the first time 

either of them came face to face with the death of a loved one.  It was not 

my first experience, though, and the dreams of Linda came back to me more 

frequently - always ending before I could feel the touch. 

 

The summer passed as we continued to adjust to life on the ranch without 

our beloved papa.  Billy said that he wanted a job, so I arranged with Ole for 

Billy work for him.  He didn't want to work for me so I gave Ole a small 

amount of money to pay Billy so he would feel that he was working 

independently of his mother.  Ole put him to work watching the sheep and 
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helping with raking and stacking the hay.  I kept Tip busy by having him 

maintain the cleanliness of the sheds and, of course, keeping Hiss company. 

 

Helen surprised me after she returned by telling me that she wanted to go to 

college and become a teacher.  With the help of Auntie Pearl, she applied to 

the Dakota Territorial Normal School in Spearfish, South Dakota which was 

about ninety miles south just on the northern edge of the Black Hills.  While 

they had a four year program, Helen had enrolled in the two year program 

which would allow her to receive her teaching certificate. 

 

On the first day in September, I took Helen on the trip south through Buffalo 

and Belle Fourche to Spearfish to enroll.  The road from Buffalo to Belle 

Fourche had recently been improved and was graveled so we didn't have to 

worry about driving over the gumbo.  That was a relief, and the trip from 

home to Spearfish took us nearly five hours driving at a reasonable speed.  I 

was worried that I might have a flat tire but the gravel didn't have sharp 

rocks and was new, so we made the trip down and back without a hitch.  Tip 

came with me to keep me company.   
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During the rest of the year and through the winter of 1928-1929 mama was 

forlorn.  She seldom talked and didn't seem to have much interest in sewing 

or even cooking.  Spending most of her waking hours in the rocking chair 

and staring straight ahead with the look of someone completely lost was her 

major activity.  On Saturday night, March 16, 1929, mama went to bed.  She 

never woke up and simply died in her sleep from, I think, a broken heart. 

 

 

 

Now both mama and papa were gone.  The past went quickly through my 

mind.  From a joyful family back in Cando so long ago until St. Patrick's 

Day, 1929, the time and memories flashed by.  Now there was only Marion, 

Helen, Billy, Tip and me.  All we had of Giles and Nellie were the 

wonderful memories we had built over the years - and those memories 

would live on within us forever. 

 

Now it was up to us to face the future together. 
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Chapter Eighteen 

 

We buried mama along side of papa in Scranton the following week.  They 

were together again - the way they always were and always would and 

should be.  There was sadness, yes, but also a lot of joy in a sort of 

celebration of their lives together.  They were truly in love - always devoted 

to one another - and were seldom apart in their nearly fifty years of 

marriage.  I felt some personal emptiness that I had never experienced such 

love or affection but didn't feel sorry for myself.  I had four wonderful 

children - now almost grown - and was thankful for their love and comfort. 

 

The next day I took Helen back to Spearfish and Tip accompanied me.  We 

had to drive in the rain, but the roads weren't too muddy except for the drive 

from the main highway at Ludlow to the ranch.  We weren't in gumbo, 

though, and I drove slowly so as to not slide in the mud in particularly slick 

places.  The drive from Ludlow to the ranch took nearly an hour when, 

under normal conditions, I could make the same trip in twenty or thirty 

minutes.   
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The next week at home, Marion told me that she wanted more 

responsibilities taking care of the house and the cooking.  She was a good 

cook already and had helped me as she was growing up, so I agreed to let 

her take charge of the meal planning as well as the cooking.  That relieved 

me of much of my work, so I spent more time in the garden as well as 

tending to the shed but making sure that I didn't encroach on any of Billy's 

work.   

 

It also gave me time to take care of my finances.  Over the course of the past 

ten years I had saved a considerable amount of money and had deposited it 

in both the bank in Haley with Mr. Thune and the bank in Scranton.  

Additionally Mr. Thune encouraged me to invest in government bonds 

which he said were safe and not speculative.  I had heard that people were 

investing in stocks, but I knew little about the stock market and felt that such 

practices were similar to gambling even if stock prices were rising rapidly 

and people were making a lot of money.   

 

Some of the ranchers had told me that they had invested in stocks. "Bess, 

that's the only way to go," they said.  I resisted the temptation because my 

business was ranching - not speculating.  I was also without any debt 
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because I did not borrow money to purchase either cattle or sheep and had 

no loans to pay off on farm equipment or property.  I felt financially secure - 

a good feeling since I was now without either mama or papa to provide any 

sort of comfort and security - even if such those were only emotional. 

 

In early September Tip was ready to join Billy in high school in Scranton.  I 

took both boys to Scranton where they boarded with the Grimes family as 

both Marion and Helen had done during the one year they were in school.  

The high school principal with whom I had my disagreement about Helen 

had left, and Mr. Bach now had that position.  He was younger and 

welcomed Tip as well as encouraged him to apply himself with his 

schoolwork.  Tip would be in the ninth grade and Billy would be a senior.  

Both boys were excited about the upcoming year. 

 

Helen was entering her second and final year toward her teacher's certificate 

and Marion appeared to be happy taking care of the house where she was 

actually very competent as well as a good cook.  She wanted to practice 

baking, so over the next few weeks she baked bread, several pies and two 

cakes.  There was more pie and cake that either of us could eat and we gave 

some to Ole who also couldn't keep up with Marion's production.  I found 
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myself taking a couple of pies into Haley to give to the Feists and to Ken 

Fisher who still worked at the lumber yard with Mr. Feist.  I finally told 

Marion that she was an excellent cook but perhaps she could limit the 

number of pies to one or two per week.  She looked disappointed, but 

complied. 

 

During the first week of November I heard that the stock market had 

crashed.  At first I didn't pay much attention to the news because I had 

nothing invested in the stock market.  Over the next few weeks, though, I 

heard that some banks were beginning to fail and I worried about the money 

I had in my accounts in both the Haley and Scranton banks.  I went to the 

Haley bank and talked to Mr. Thune who reassured me that the bank had 

little risk because the loans that they had made were primarily to local 

ranchers who were doing well.  I learned the same news when I went to 

Scranton and met with my banker there.  I had no outstanding loans from 

either bank - only deposits in savings accounts.  Mr. Thune told me that he 

felt those deposits would be secure and reassured me that the government 

bonds that I held were the safest place to put money in this sort of financial 

crisis.  This prompted me to take half of my money in each of my Haley and 

Scranton accounts and purchase government bonds whose prices had 
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dropped somewhat but not significantly.  That made me feel much safer 

financially. 

 

We had a successful lambing seasons in the springs of 1930 and 1931 as 

well as shearing and the birth of new calves.  While prices had softened 

somewhat, we still made a considerable profit - unlike those farmers whose 

principal source of income was from grain crops - mainly wheat.   People 

were starting to talk about a depression in the economy, but our ranching 

business was doing quite well and, unlike many of the other ranchers, I had 

substantial funds that I felt were quite secure.   

 

Helen had finished her two year teaching certificate in the spring of 1930 

and had taken a job as a teacher in a one room school house in Ladner, South 

Dakota about twenty five miles west of our place.  It was a small rural 

country school with only ten students, but she was happy and I was so very 

proud of her.  A school teacher at the age of nineteen! 

 

Marion had met a young man in Scranton when she was in high school and 

they rekindled their acquaintance shortly after mama's death.  Over the two 

years since then, he had come to our place several times to see her and by 
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the fall of 1931 had asked her to marry him.  He was a rancher who lived on 

a ranch about twenty miles west of Buffalo, South Dakota near the little 

town of Camp Crook which was close to the Montana border.  They raised 

cattle and sheep by the Little Missouri River which ran through their 

property.  Marion said, "Yes," to him and they set the wedding date for the 

following June, 1932. 

 

Billy had graduated from high school and decided to go to the Dakota 

Territorial Normal School in Spearfish, South Dakota - the same college that 

Helen had attended.  He enrolled in the four year degree program, though, 

and said he wanted to become an airplane pilot.  I did have my hopes that 

maybe he would have decided to be a rancher, but his interest was in flying.  

When he was in Scranton and a senior in high school, someone had given 

him a ride in an airplane and from then on he was hooked.  That made me 

nervous, but I was happy to see that he wanted to get a college degree.   

 

Tip was a senior in high school and told me that he wanted to go to college 

too, but not to the same school.  He had his eyes set on a college in 

Jamestown, North Dakota - the same town where I had boarded the train so 
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long ago and had met Linda.  Hearing Jamestown brought back memories of 

my short but happy time with her. 

 

I couldn't believe that it had been almost twenty five years since I had met 

her on that train.  She still remained vivid in my mind and I continued to 

have dreams about her and in those dreams I would reach out to her as she 

walked toward me with her perfect smile.  I longed for her touch and my 

heart ached for the wonderful feeling that she gave me whenever we kissed.  

But in my dream, our hands never met.  Oh how I wish they did. 

 

I had purchased a small tractor in 1929 shortly before papa died and Ole 

used it primarily to mow and rake hay.  That made the haying job so much 

easier because not only could the tractor pull the mower, we also used it to 

pull a small hay wagon so we could transport the hay to the shed.   

 

Ole had become almost a part of the family since only Marion and I were at 

home.  The year after mama had died we invited Ole to join us at the supper 

table on a regular basis.  Marion liked him a lot and I enjoyed his humor and 

the stories he would tell about Norway as well as his early life as a rancher 

in South Dakota.  He willingly talked about his two children who were now 
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grown and had moved to Oregon.  However, he never talked about his 

former wife and I didn't press that issue with him. 

 

In June of 1932 just after lambing season, Marion married Preston Tyler in 

Buffalo, South Dakota.  It was a small wedding, and Helen, Billy and Tip 

attended with me to see their sister "get hitched," as Billy put it.  They 

planned to live on the Tyler ranch west of Buffalo and Marion was excited 

to at last be a rancher's wife.  I was beginning to realize that by the fall of 

1932 all of my children will have left the ranch to pursue their own lives - 

Marion as a home maker, Helen as a school teacher, and both Billy and Tip 

in college.  I would be alone.  With Ole. 

 

1933 was very dry, but our hay and alfalfa didn't suffer much.  There was 

plenty of water in the stock dam and we had dug another well out by the 

south end of the corral and attached a windmill to operate the pump.  It was 

rather easy to fill the water tank for the cattle and sheep as we needed.  

While the summer was not quite so profitable as in previous years, we still 

suffered no losses and the business was good.  Other ranchers were not so 

lucky as the grain crops were very poor.  I was glad that we didn't depend on 

farming. 
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During the first week of September, I took Tip to Scranton where he boarded 

the eastbound Milwaukee Road train to Aberdeen, South Dakota.  From 

there he would take a bus to Jamestown to begin his college days at 

Jamestown College.  Tip said that he wanted to be a teacher and that he 

wanted to major in English Literature.  That didn't suggest to me that being a 

rancher was on his mind, but I encouraged him.  "I want to teach in college," 

he said.  As he left the station heading eastward, I hoped that his dreams 

would come true. 

 

The next morning, Ole came back late in the morning from purchasing some 

supplies in Haley and came to the house with something obviously on his 

mind.  "Just talked with Mr. Thune at the bank," he said.  "Wants to see you.  

Says the Nelsons south of us are selling out." 

 

"The Nelsons?" I asked.  They had a ranch where they focused mainly on 

growing grain crops.  I knew that the past two years had not been good for 

the farmers, but was surprised to learn that they might be leaving. 

 

"Yep," said Ole.  "Gonna sell their place." 
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I drove into Haley during the mid afternoon in my new 1932 Ford two door 

sedan - black like the previous cars - and went to the bank.  Mr. Thune had 

expected me.  "Was gonna come see you, Bess," he said.  "Got some land 

you might be interested in.  Nelsons down south are selling out." 

 

While Mr. Thune didn't say exactly that the Nelsons were under financial 

distress, he told me that I could purchase some of the property at a very low 

price.  Land values had dropped sharply during the past two years due to the 

economy and when I heard what they wanted for the property, I told Mr. 

Thune that I would buy it from them.  After a little thought, I told him that 

my price would be ten percent less than that their offer.  Two days later Mr. 

Thune came to the ranch and said, "Well, Bess, if you want it for that, it's 

yours."  I immediately accepted the deal.  I felt lucky, but also felt a little sad 

for the Nelsons.   

 

The new property consisted of a full section, six hundred and forty acres, 

that bordered my land directly to the south.  It was entirely virgin pasture 

with the exception of two hundred acres where they had planted alfalfa for 

feed.  Whenever I walked outside my house and looked to the south during 
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any late June, I could always see their alfalfa field with its purple-blue 

colored flowers.  It had been my plan for some time to plant some alfalfa, 

but now there was no need.  I had plenty of it - and my ranch had grown in 

size by a full one third to a total of twenty five hundred and sixty acres.  

Fully paid for, too.  When I took deed to the land, I also filed to change my 

last name from Stewart back to Parker - to honor papa and mama. 

 

Image 016 

 

The ranch was running smoothly now, and for the next two years it was 

profitable despite having difficulties like other ranchers who had assumed 

debt or had much of their land sowed into grain crops.  The summer of 1934 

was dry - some called it a drought - and many of the grain crops failed.  The 

alfalfa was strong, though, and provided us with an abundance of hay.  The 

prairie grass, although not so high as in previous years, was good and the 

sheep and cattle herds were thriving.   

 

Ole always came in for supper and spent time with me and we had become 

close friends.  He was scrupulously honest, a hard and smart worker, loved 

ranching, had a solid business sense and always was conservative when it 
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came to selling calves or some of the sheep and lambs.  I had assumed much 

of the work around the shed as well as the garden, but I had come to depend 

on him considerably.  I had even developed an affection for him. 

 

In the spring of 1936, I was forty six years old, divorced, and alone with 

responsibilities for running a ranch.  My children had left the home - Tip 

was still in college and had told me that he had a girlfriend whom he adored, 

Billy had a job working in a farm implement company in Bowman where he 

had learned to fly and had gotten his pilot's license, Marion was married and 

living on a ranch with her husband, and Helen was teaching school.  I was 

alone and would be for the foreseeable future.  Neither of my boys had any 

interest in ranching, much to my regret, and I had often wondered what my 

future would be, given the circumstances. 

 

Over supper one evening, Ole said that he wanted to talk about the future.  

Somehow I knew what he had in mind.  "Bess," he said.  "You and I have 

been together as a team - well, as partners so to speak - since Giles died ten 

years ago." 

 

"That's true, Ole," I said. 
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"We're good together, Bess," he said.  Then he paused as though he was 

thinking deeply about what to say next.  "Maybe we ought to spend the rest 

of our lives together."  He looked me directly in the eyes as he spoke those 

words. 

 

"You mean get married?" I said? 

 

I paused and thought for a moment.  Then I said, "That would solve a lot of 

problems, Ole." 

 

"You want to do it?  You agree?" he asked. 

 

I was silent for a moment as I thought about the future, my kids, and the 

prospects of life ahead together.  "Yes, Ole.  Yes."  Then I said, "I need to 

tell the kids." 

 

"I understand," said Ole.  "And I understand, Bess, that we'll be partners and 

probably not lovers." 
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With those words I silently breathed a sigh of relief.  Ole understands, I 

thought.  He knows I'm not interested in a physical kind of marriage.  I felt 

that Ole was of the same mind. 

 

"Yes, Ole.  I think that's what both of us want.  We'll be good partners 

together."  When we finished talking, we hugged but didn't kiss.  That was 

the way it would be.  "And," I said, "I would like to keep my Parker name." 

 

"I understand, Bess.  Yes, keep your Parker name.  For Giles and Nellie." 

 

With that I hugged him again - tighter this time. 

 

After Ole had left to go to the sheep wagon, I sat down and wrote letters to 

each of the kids telling them of our plans and asking them for their approval.  

At the end of the next two weeks I received letters from each of them giving 

me their enthusiastic support.  Billy even drove out to the ranch from 

Bowman to tell both Ole and me that he approved. 

 

On Sunday, July 12, 1936, Ole Michelson and I were married in a small 

ceremony in Haley with Mr. Brian Feist, the owner of the lumber yard and 
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the justice of the peace, officiating.  The kids were present along with Ken 

Fisher, the Curries, and, to my surprise, Anna and her husband came from 

their dairy farm in Scranton.  It was a happy occasion.  I was forty seven 

years old and Ole was fifty two.  The Parker-Michelson partnership had 

begun. 

 

That night Ole moved into the house.  As we agreed, we slept in separate 

bedrooms.  During the night my dream of Linda returned and I still wasn't 

able to touch her. 
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Chapter Nineteen 

 

The next five years were difficult for all ranchers.  The country was in an 

economic depression, there had been severe droughts throughout the great 

plains, prices for livestock were low as was demand.  But Ole and I were in 

excellent financial condition and our hay and alfalfa was entirely sufficient 

to support the cattle and sheep.  I did, however, have to spend time watering 

the garden to ensure that the vegetables would thrive in the hot summer sun. 

 

Haley, the town that had been the first in Bowman County and had excellent 

potential to grow, was dying the death of a thousand cuts - one small 

business at a time.  What was to blame for its demise?  The Milwaukee 

Road, I suppose. 

 

The handwriting was on the wall when the Milwaukee Road put in the line 

through the center of Bowman County.  Farmers and ranchers depend on 

transportation to sell their grains and livestock.  Bowman was chosen as the 

county seat, so it grew; Scranton had a coal mine and grain elevators.  The 
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same can be said for other small towns along the route.  Haley remained 

isolated and alone. 

 

In 1937, Helen married a rancher, Wood Kaylor.  He and his family had a 

prosperous ranch about six miles west of Haley on the Grand River.  The 

Kaylor family had homesteaded in that area around the time that I filed for 

mine in Haley.  They raised sheep and cattle, and had many acres of grain.  

Helen discontinued her teaching career and made a home on the Kaylor 

ranch. 

 

Tip married his college sweetheart, Ruth, in 1938 and each of them were 

teachers in Lyman, Wyoming in the far southwestern part of the state. 

 

By 1940 the kids were happy with their families and jobs.  Marion had two 

children and the Tyler ranch was prosperous, Helen had given birth to a 

lovely baby girl, and Billy had a secure job in Bowman and frequently 

worked as a flying instructor at the small Bowman airport.  Occasionally Ole 

and I would go over to the Tyler ranch to visit Marion and her family and 

Billy would come out to the homestead.  
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Billy flew an airplane here twice and landed in the north pasture on the level 

area where the hay had been mowed.  He asked me a few times if I wanted 

to take a ride with him, but I refused.  Ole didn't, though, told me he liked it 

and that I should go up with Billy for a spin.  That didn't motivate me to 

even get near that flying machine. 

 

 

Ole and I were happy together and I enjoyed his interest in having long 

conversations with me over supper and afterwards.  He had many interests, 

loved to read books, and was curious about most anything.  One evening in 

mid June 1940 he brought up a subject that had been in the back of my mind 

for many years, but I had never thought about taking any action on it. 

 

"Bess," he said.  "Let's take a vacation." 

 

That was a wonderful surprise and I said, "Oh, yes!  Let's!  What are you 

thinking about?" 
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"The Black Hills," he said.  "Down south.  We can go down there and spend 

a couple of weeks just doing nothing.  Maybe do some fishing.  Just see the 

sights." 

 

I had never been to the Black Hills, but had been to Spearfish which is 

located on the northern edge of the hills when I would take Helen or Bill to 

college.  During those trips I had often thought about taking a few days and 

driving to some of the towns - like Deadwood which had such a rich history 

during the gold rush years. 

 

"Ole, that sounds wonderful," I said.  "Let's just do it!" 

 

"Already planned, Bess," Ole said with a smile.  "We'll take two weeks, tour 

the hills, and go as far south as Hot Springs."  Ole then pulled a map out of 

his pocket. 

Image 017 

 

"We'll go down to Belle Fourche on highway 85 and maybe go on to 

Deadwood and spend the night," said Ole. 
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"Deadwood," I said, "Calamity Jane and Wild Bill Hickok!" 

 

"Exactly.  Then we can go down to Sylvan Lake near Custer.  I hear that's 

really nice." 

 

"They're just about done carving Mount Rushmore, I hear.  Can we see it?" 

 

"Close to Sylvan Lake," said Ole.  "Sure. See some buffalo, too.  They're 

really bison, though.  Near Custer.  Wind Cave, too.  It's a national park." 

 

Ole pointed out the different towns and places on the map. 

 

"We'll go as far south as Hot Springs - there, on the map.  There's a big 

veterans administration place there.  Town is famous as a place where rich 

people went in the 1890's.  They've got warm mineral springs." 

 

"Have you ever been there," I asked. 

 

"No, just to Rapid City when I first came out here from Sioux Falls back 

east." 
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We had a very enjoyable time talking about the trip we would take to the 

Black Hills.  A vacation!  I had never been on a real vacation where all I had 

to do was enjoy myself.  During the next few days we talked more about 

where we wanted to go and what we wanted to see.  Ole suggested that we 

go west from Spearfish and see Devil's Tower.  "It's not a national park," 

said Ole, "it's a national monument." 

 

"What's the difference," I asked. 

 

"I think national monuments can be designated by the President without any 

say so from Congress.  National parks gotta get Congress approval.  Book 

says Devil's Tower was the first one.  Created by Teddy Roosevelt back in 

oh six." 

 

Since we would be gone for two full weeks, we had to find someone who 

would look after the place.  I asked Ken Fisher whom we knew well and 

who always helped with the shearing.  Ken agreed to check on the place 

every day, milk the cow and collect the eggs.  I told him he could keep what 

he milked and eggs he collected.   
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 Earlier that summer we had purchased a new car.  This time we didn't buy a 

Ford.  We bought a 1940 Oldsmobile Series 90 Custom Cruiser Sedan.  I 

liked the long name, but what I liked most was the new transmission system 

called the "Hydra-Matic" - a fully automatic transmission where you didn't 

need to manually shift gears.  Thankfully I would have no more clutch 

problems.  It was a bigger car than we had ever owned and it rode very 

smoothly on the highway.  Whenever I rode in it I would think back to my 

first car - the old lovable Hupmobile that the kids loved and that gave papa  

white knuckles as he held on for dear life.  Things had certainly changed - 

and this car wasn't black.  It was a dark green in color and we could go over 

sixty miles an hour if we wanted. 

 

On the morning of Sunday, July 7, 1940, we packed our suitcases into the 

trunk of our Oldsmobile and headed to Ludlow where we would get on 

highway 85 for the trip to the Black Hills.  The newly graveled highway was 

pretty smooth all the way through Buffalo and for about sixty miles further 

south until we were about ten miles from Belle Fourche.  There the road 

shifted to blacktop and it was very smooth and without the dust from passing 

cars on the gravel road.   
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We started seeing a lot of signs along the highway, too, several advertizing 

Burma Shave - those were fun because there would be five of them in a row.  

The first four would be words of a fun little verse, and the last sign would 

simply say, "Burma Shave." 

 

We also began to see a sign that we would encounter very often during our 

trip.  Most of the time it would say simply, "Wall Drug."  At first I didn't 

know what they were advertising, but Ole told me those were the signs for a 

little drug store in Wall, South Dakota about sixty miles east of Rapid City.  

I thought that it was silly for a drug store that far away to be advertising way 

out here.  But we saw a lot of them now and then throughout the hills.  Some 

of the later signs we saw said, "Free Ice Water.  Wall Drug." 

 

We drove through Belle Fourche, on through Spearfish where Helen and 

Billy went to college, and on to the curvy mountain highway that led into 

historic Deadwood down in a deep valley.  We checked into our hotel and 

went for a walk.  There was a museum near the hotel where they had the 

poker hand Wild Bill Hickok had allegedly held when Jack McCall shot him 

in the back.  Aces and eights - the "Dead man's hand" as they called it.  We 
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also saw the old number ten saloon which they said was the place where he 

was shot. 

 

We stayed in Deadwood the next day and just walked around seeing the 

sites.  I was impressed by the number of cars that were in town - many of 

them from different states.  It was the first time I had started to understand 

that a lot of people were going on vacations in their cars to places where 

they couldn't go before.  The businesses in Deadwood seemed to be filled 

with tourists, as they were called.  That really peaked my interest as I had 

never seen that many people in any business - certainly not in Haley and not 

in Scranton, either. 

 

We left the next morning to see Mount Rushmore and to go to the hotel 

where I had made a reservation by mail at Sylvan Lake in the middle of the 

Black Hills.  Just up the road and a little south of Deadwood is the town of 

Lead - pronounced "leed."  There is a large gold mine there called the 

Homestake Mine that dated back to the gold rush in the 1870's.  It was out of 

our way so we didn't go to see it.  We saw signs in Deadwood for the Days 

of '76 which is an annual celebration complete with parades and a rodeo to 

commemorate the gold rush days.  The "Days," as it is called, would be held 
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later in July and by that time we would be home, so we made no plans to 

attend. 

 

We just took our time driving south on highway 85 through the hills and 

admired the thick ponderosa pine trees that seemed to be everywhere - 

including up on top and over every hill - or, to me, mountain.  We were in 

no hurry and many cars passed us honking their horns as if to say, "slow 

poke!"  We didn't care - we were enjoying ourselves in the fresh mountain 

air and beautiful scenery. 

 

We arrived in Hill City around noon and stopped at a little cafe for a bite to 

eat.  Ole and I talked about some of the things we had seen and he pointed 

out something interesting.  There were places along the highway near or in 

the towns that were collections of small cabins called "auto camps."  They 

had signs in front that said "vacancy" or "no vacancy" which meant that they 

either had cabins to rent for the night or they didn't.  These were places, Ole 

said, where tourists stop for the night, sleep, and leave the next day.  I felt a 

bit uneducated in this kind of thing, but the idea seemed to me to be a good 

one.  Certainly there were many tourists, judging from the cars we had seen, 
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and in the future there would be many more.  "Looks like a good business, 

Bess," said Ole.  I agreed and began to think. 

 

We left Hill City and went back toward Deadwood for about five miles to 

the turnoff to Mount Rushmore.  It was only about five or six miles away 

and when we arrived we were impressed.  There were many cars with out of 

state licenses parked in every conceivable spot.  People would get out and 

stare at the mountain that faced toward the east with the faces of four of our 

presidents:  Washington, Jefferson, Teddy Roosevelt and Lincoln.  Mount 

Rushmore was an impressive and unbelievable site.   

 

The huge mountain with the faces at the top looking out over the country 

made me feel rather patriotic to see it.  I closed my eyes and imagined how 

beautiful it must be at sunrise when the sun would come up and illuminate 

the faces while the lower part of the surrounding forest was still dark.  It was 

a sight that I would always remember, and I certainly could understand why 

tourists from all over this land would drive here to see it.  Tourists! 

 

We left Mount Rushmore after standing and staring at the beautiful carving 

for about two hours and drove through the hills past a little lake called 
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Horsethief Lake and up the side of a mountain that had many hairpin turns 

as the road slowly crept up the mountain side.  We drove very slowly 

because it was a little frightening - especially when we arrived at the top and 

looked down at the hairpins.  Sylvan Lake and the lodge where we had made 

a reservation was only a couple of miles away. 

 

We stayed in the lodge at Sylvan Lake for two days.  The lake itself is not a 

natural lake, but is water backed up by a small dam that had been built 

between two large granite rocks.  The lake was rather small and it was easy 

to walk around it.  We even rented a small row boat and Ole took us on a 

little ride across the clear still water up to the dam and to all parts of the 

lake.  It was beautiful to see the mountains surrounding us.  Large bare and 

smooth granite mountains partially covered with the dark green ponderosa 

pine trees with their beautiful light and dark brown trunks that looked like 

large telephone poles covered with branches of pine.  In fact, Ole told me 

that the ponderosas were used for telephone poles, and from the looks of 

them, I believed him. 

 

When Ole and I took a walk after supper and it was dark outside, the stars 

were shining like tiny pieces of brilliant crystal all across the sky.  Back in 
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Haley at night, we had clear skies, too, and always marveled at the pale 

white glow mixed with the millions of stars in the Milky Way, but here, 

where we were at a much higher altitude, the pale white turned into a broad 

streak of tiny brilliant pinpoints of light.   

 

During the two mornings we were at the lodge we took walks around the 

lake.  The air was crisp and clear even though we knew that later on in the 

day it would be very warm.  We would have enjoyed spending a few more 

days at Sylvan Lake, but we had more places to see on what was turning out 

to be a beautiful adventure together.  Our next destination was the little town 

of Custer. 

 

Custer is not far from Sylvan Lake - in fact, it's about fifteen miles at the 

most.  But we had time to spare and decided not to take the shortest road, but 

the scenic route.  It would take us a little more time, but we weren't on any 

time schedule.  We were here to see the sites and have fun.  Ole showed me 

the map and said, "Bess, let's take the Needles Highway." 

 

Highway might be a generous way to describe it.  But the journey was well 

worth our time.  It was highway 87 which wound itself on a very twisted 
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path eastward away from Sylvan Lake and Custer through some of the most 

beautiful scenery in the Black Hills.  We stopped frequently, much to the 

chagrin of people behind us who seemed to be in a hurry, to look at the 

splendid granite spires of pure grey-black granite that seemed to jut out of 

the mountains and reach for the sky.   

 

There was one formation that was called the Cathedral Spires - and, looking 

at them from the highway, they did resemble the large organ pipes of a 

cathedral.  The road wound to and fro through little valleys that were bright 

green with the meadow grass and over small mountain passes where the 

vista was breathtaking.  We stopped frequently just to enjoy the beauty of 

the land.  We knew that the Lakota Sioux had considered this land to be 

holy, and it didn't take much imagination to understand why. 

 

The Needles Highway ended at a junction where, if we would have gone to 

the east, we would have arrived at the Game Lodge where President Calvin 

Coolidge had spent the summer of 1927.  He had said that he wanted to get 

away from the bugs, crowds, White House renovation and the bad 

Washington, D.C. air.  So he came to the Game Lodge which was referred to 
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as his "Summer White House."  That was another tourist attraction, I 

thought.  There are a lot of them here in the Black Hills. 

 

Instead, we went west toward Custer and passed by Stockade Lake where 

they had built a wooden stockade much, as they said, was used when 

General Custer was in this area on his search for Chief Sitting Bull and the 

renegade Lakota Sioux.  I had thought that maybe this was the place where 

Custer had met his doom, but Ole told me that the battle that wiped out 

Custer and his cavalry was not here, but up on the Little Big Horn River in 

southeastern Montana.  He said that Custer had only camped here.  This was 

near the place, Ole said, that gold had been discovered in the Black Hills - 

on French Creek.  I believed him. 

 

There were two interesting features that I noticed when we came into Custer.  

First, I was amazed at the wide the main street.  It was probably three or four 

times as wide as main streets in other towns.  I learned later, whether it was 

true or not, that the street was that wide because they wanted to have room 

to turn around a wagon train.  Interesting, I thought. 
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Second, there were many auto camps on each side of the street all the way 

through the town.  This was a place where tourists stopped to spend the night 

or a few days while they toured the Black Hills.  We checked in to an auto 

camp on the western part of town and after supper drove through the town a 

couple of times and noticed that nearly all of the signs at the camps said "No 

Vacancy."  All their cabins were occupied.  Ole noticed this, too, and just 

said, "Good business here."  I nodded.  It certainly was good business. 

 

The next morning the proprietor of the auto camp told us that the most 

interesting way to get to Hot Springs was to use the Blue Bell road.  This 

was a road that went south from around Legion Lake, which we had passed 

the previous day, and went through Custer State Park.  "You can see a lot of 

buffalo there," he said.  "It's a beautiful drive." 

 

We drove through Custer again and backtracked our way back toward 

Legion Lake where we would find highway 87.  The proprietor said if we 

got as far as Legion Lake, we had gone too far, so we looked carefully for 

the turnoff.  We found it and turned south on the Blue Bell road.   
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The road first climbed a mountain - rather high for this area - and when we 

neared the top of the mountain, there was a turnoff where we could park and 

look out at the vista toward the east.  It was a very clear and bright day so we 

stopped to enjoy the view.  We were near the summit of Mount Coolidge - 

appropriately named, I thought, for the President who spent the summer of 

1927 there.  I wondered, though, if he ever came up here. 

 

We could clearly see where the Black Hills ended and the vast South Dakota 

prairie began.  In the far distance we could see outcroppings of grey.  These 

were the South Dakota badlands, as they were called.  They were similar, I 

knew, to the North Dakota badlands which were about seventy miles north 

of Haley near the Montana border.  They were sharply eroded buttes that 

were a dull grey in color and many spires and pinnacles of uneroded clay-

like soil that were ghostlike in appearance.  These were in contrast to the 

North Dakota badlands which had much more color coming from the bright 

red-orange colored skoria - a burnt volcanic rock.  The South Dakota 

badlands had been designated as a national monument and if we had the 

time, I would have liked to have driven out to see them.  Ole told me that if 

we did go there, we could stop at Wall Drug for some ice water.  I laughed.  
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As we drove further south through the Custer State Park we encountered a 

massive herd of buffalo crossing the highway.   

 

These were actually the American Bison - not "buffalo."  They were massive 

beasts but gentle looking.  They were distinctive because while they looked 

a bit like cattle, much of their weight was forward and their backsides were 

rather slim.  Ole told me that the danger with bison was because they run 

very fast and could turn around quickly and charge at you - unlike cattle who 

whose weight was more evenly distributed in their bodies.  I had no 

intention of getting out of the car, but in one car ahead of us, some man had 

actually left his car and was walking around seemingly unaware of the 

danger he might face.  Signs along the highway said, "Buffalo are 

dangerous.  Stay near your car."   

 

The buffalo herd passed across the highway peacefully, though, and the 

man, however stupid I thought he was, was lucky not to have been hurt.  Ole 

just said, "Guy's crazy, Bess!" 

 

The Blue Bell highway ended after crossing a beautiful concrete arched 

bridge that passed high over a little creek and had a curve built into the 
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bridge at the entrance.  It was beautiful, sure, but had room for only one car 

at a time.  We turned left on highway 85 and passed over a small dam with 

virtually no water in it.  We learned later that it was the Norbeck Dam - 

known to the locals as "Peter's Puddle" after the former South Dakota 

governor for whom the dam was named.  I thought that was funny.  Ole told 

me that Norbeck was the driving force behind the creation of Mount 

Rushmore. 

 

We entered Wind Cave National Park and stopped at the administrative 

buildings to take a tour.  Again I was impressed by the number of cars that 

had been parked thickly from one end of the parking spaces along the 

highway to the other.  The Black Hills are certainly a tourist attraction, I 

thought to myself. 

 

The tour through Wind Cave was fun.  We had to wear a light jacket because 

even though the day was very warm, the temperature in the cave was a 

constant forty seven degrees.  The guide told us that the cave was distinctive 

because of the calcite formations they called boxwork.  They were like little 

post office boxes - the only way I could think of to describe them.   
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The name of Wind Cave came from the breeze that would flow in or out of 

the cave entrance depending on the outside atmospheric pressure.  If the 

pressure in the cave was higher than outside, you would feel the rush of cool 

air coming out of the cave - thus the "wind."  If the pressure outside was 

higher than inside, you would feel the rush of air flowing into the entrance.  

In a sense, the cave was "breathing" - at least that's what our guide told us.  

While we were there, the wind was flowing outward from the cave entrance 

and the cool breeze was very pleasant. 

   

After our tour of wind cave, we proceeded south toward Hot Springs, our 

destination town about twelve miles away.  From the administrative 

buildings to the exit of the national park we saw another herd of buffalo in 

the distance but stopped at a turnout to look at a prairie dog town.   

 

Prairie dogs!  We had them up near the homestead and they weren't 

considered as welcomed guests.  Certainly they were cute - little tawny 

brown rodents who would stand up on their rumps just above their holes in 

the ground and watch for predators.  If they saw one, they would bark and 

disappear down the hole.  Frustrating, I knew, for a coyote or eagle flying 

around.   
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Our main problem with them on the range where cattle and sheep would 

graze was that the holes they dug could be a danger to the livestock.  And 

they would spread their "prairie dog towns" relentlessly and virtually take 

over a pasture.  In the national park, however, they were protected and were 

a fun curiosity for those who had never seen them or who had never had to 

deal with them invading precious property.  We didn't stay very long at the 

prairie dog town. 

 

We arrived in Hot Springs, South Dakota in the middle of the afternoon.  

Highway 85 went directly into the north end of the town down a long hill 

and then took a sharp turn to the right. Right on the sharp turn there was an 

attractive auto camp called the "Battle Mountain Auto Camp."  It consisted 

of many small cabins - some of them joined together - and they were white 

stucco with dark green roofs.  It had been named for the large mountain 

directly to the east of the town called, of course, Battle Mountain.   

 

Image 018 

Photo Courtesy of Fall River County Historical Society 

 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
344 

We learned later that the source of the name commemorated a fierce battle 

between the Sioux and the Cheyenne Indians over the warm mineral waters 

in the area.  They eventually agreed to share the warm springs and called the 

area "Minnekahta" meaning medicine home.   

 

We stopped at the Battle Mountain Auto Camp and rented a nice cabin for 

our visit to this interesting town.  A new adventure awaited us tomorrow. 
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Chapter Twenty 

 

As we drove through town after an early supper, we could certainly see why 

Hot Springs is called the "Picture City."  Highway 85 winds through the 

picturesque downtown area along the Fall River which is warm from being 

fed by the mineral springs in the area.  There are many beautiful buildings 

constructed from dark rust-colored sandstone blocks that were quarried 

locally and gave the town its own unique appearance.  It was a virtual 

architectural gallery featuring buildings and houses of many different styles. 

 

Most imposing of the red sandstone structures along the river is the old 

Evans Hotel which had been built in 1892 when many spas, resorts and bath 

houses thrived throughout the town.  The hotel is located very close to the 

train depot where visitors from places as far away as Chicago would 

disembark for visits to the healing waters.  In some ways it resembled a 

castle with rust colored battlements - parapets at the top of the building 

having regular spaced squared openings which would be ideal places for 

archers in medieval times.   
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The original settlers came to the area in 1879 and the town was named Hot 

Springs in 1886 after the many natural warm water mineral springs. 

 

A name that was familiar to all residents of Hot Springs and for anyone who 

visited the city is "Evans."  The Evans Hotel, Evans Plunge, Evans Heights, 

Evans quarry, and so on.  Who or what was "Evans?" 

 

Evans was the last name of an early pioneer and promoter in Hot Springs - 

Fred Evans.  He was originally from Ohio and came west as a young man 

because of the opportunities he felt were available.  An entrepreneur, Evans 

started a freight business originally for the purpose of transporting goods to 

the Black Hills area which, at the time, was an area reserved for the Indians.  

When this effort was thwarted by the US Government, he founded another 

wagon train freight business in Fort Pierre, South Dakota to transport freight 

from Pierre to Rapid City. 

 

When the Black Hills area was opened to settlers, Evans focused on the 

southern part of the hills and was instrumental in founding the city.  He built 

one of the first hotel/spas which burned shortly after its construction and 
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then built the large Evans Hotel as a place for visitors to this new spa and 

healing center to stay.  And he didn't stop there. 

 

He built the Evans Plunge, served as the first mayor of the city, provided the 

native sandstone to construct over thirty buildings, was instrumental in 

creating and building the State Soldiers' home, and donated land for the 

construction of local churches.   

 

He was a consummate promoter of the town - much like the P.T. Barnum of 

his day - attracting visitors from afar and providing them with places to stay 

and recreational facilities.  One of his creations was the "Black Hills Club" - 

a large five thousand square foot structure on Evans Heights overlooking the 

main downtown area where the train station and the Evans Hotel are located.  

This club catered to well to do visitors from the east where they could play 

cards, drink, and cavort with local and willing women. 

 

The town lies in a valley of sorts, bordered on the east by the imposing 

ponderosa pine covered Battle Mountain - the site of the historic Cheyenne-

Sioux battle - and on the south by a small series of mountains called the 

Seven Sisters.   
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Fall River which is warm because of being fed by the mineral springs in the 

area borders nearly the entire downtown of the city.  Hot Springs is built on 

two levels, the downtown area called lower town that rests alongside the 

river, and "college hill" which is a level plain that rises about one hundred 

feet above the river below.  It is called college hill because early in the 

history of Hot Springs, it did have a small college called Black Hills College 

consisting of one large building that existed from the late 1800's through 

about 1907 when it closed.  The original building apparently was destroyed 

by fire in 1924 and was replaced by a newly constructed high school 

building. 

 

The lower  town and college hill are connected by a long concrete viaduct 

which rises gently to the west over Fall River up to college hill and takes 

highway 85 westward toward Wyoming.  It is quite narrow and barely 

accommodates two automobiles passing one another, and as we drove up the 

viaduct, we met a large Buckingham semi truck coming down - a pretty tight 

squeeze! 

 

Image 019 
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We drove from one end of the town to the other and were impressed by the 

number of motor camps that lined the streets on the north, south and west 

sides of the town.  All of these cabins - some joined together in one long 

unbroken line - had posted no vacancy signs and each was full of cars with 

license plates from many different states.  It was becoming clear to Ole and 

me that this town was ideally situated for the burgeoning tourist trade. 

 

The next day we toured the town by car and later walked around visiting 

various businesses in the downtown area.  Hot Springs had certainly become 

a healing center for there were four hospitals - quite unusual for a town of 

only four or five thousand inhabitants.   

 

The South Dakota State Soldiers' Home is located at the west end of 

Minnekhata Avenue which winds its way from Fall River near the Evans 

Hotel.  This facility dated from 1889 when the first patients arrived - 

veterans of the Civil and later the Spanish-American wars.  The home 

provides resident and medical facilities for approximately two hundred 

veterans and their wives or widows. 
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At the foot of Minnekhata Avenue just across the river from the Evans Hotel 

and the train station is the Sisters' Hospital - a Catholic hospital serving the 

local population.  On college hill overlooking downtown Hot Springs and 

just north of the viaduct is the Lutheran Hospital, a three story rust-colored 

sandstone building with the same sort of castle-like appearance as the Evans 

Hotel with it's many regularly spaced square battlements.  Like the Sisters' 

Hospital, the Lutheran Hospital serves the local population. 

 

The most impressive site to us was the large Veterans Administration 

Center, originally called the Battle Mountain Sanitarium, located on top of 

the hill just to the east of the Evans Hotel.  Like many of the buildings in 

Hot Springs, it is constructed of locally quarried red sandstone and features a 

large administration building connected to several housing wings that jut out 

from a circular center like spokes on a large wheel.  The VA Center, as it is 

called, also features a rather large hospital for veterans and originally 

specialized in the care of musculoskeletal, skin diseases, gastrointestinal 

ailments and respiratory ailments because of the healing waters in the 

community as well as the dry air. 
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Photo Courtesy of Fall River County Historical Society 

 

We learned that the facility accommodates on average over eight hundred 

patients - some being treated on a short term basis and others receiving long 

term care.  The patients were veterans of the Spanish-American and World 

War I conflicts.  The VA Center is the largest employer in the town with 

approximately three hundred on staff in various capacities.  There are 

residential homes - large houses some of which were duplexes -  for doctors 

and nurses.   

 

Patients at the VA Center are able to regularly frequent the local businesses 

in the downtown area and there is an attractive ornamental circular stairway 

constructed of pink sandstone and concrete that leads from the Evans Hotel 

to the VA Center grounds to provide easy access for the veterans. 

 

There are other attractions in Hot Springs as well.  Probably the most 

famous is the Evans Plunge - a very large natural warm water indoor 

swimming pool.  From the number of automobiles parked thickly on each 

side of the street from where highway 85 made a turn to the south to the 
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parking space at the end of the long street, it was clear to us that the 

"plunge," as it is called, is a major tourist attraction. 

 

Image 021 

Photo Courtesy of Fall River County Historical Society 

 

Not only are the picturesque buildings, the plunge, and the various health 

care facilities a reason why Hot Springs is attractive.  One of the major 

reasons is the weather. 

 

While it was summer, local residents told us that the winters are quite mild 

because Hot Springs is in what they referred to as the "banana belt."  Not 

that there are any bananas grown here, but the term refers to the natural 

barriers provided by the mountains to the west and east from the scorching 

heat of the summer and the blizzard weather to which we were experienced 

back at our ranch on the North Dakota-South Dakota border.  The town's 

location, combined with the warm chinook winds, gives Hot Springs a year 

round climate that is very pleasant.  The locals told us that in winter they 

might experience several heavy snowfalls, but the snow would not last long 

because the temperature would rise - sometimes into the sixties - even in 
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January and the snow would melt away.  That impressed me because I was 

growing increasingly tired of the sometimes fierce winters on the ranch. 

 

Ole and I stayed in Hot Springs for three full days and were becoming 

increasingly impressed with the town.  It had many favorable reasons for its 

existence.  First, its location.  It rests at the southern edge of the Black Hills 

and all of its tourist attractions; second, it has significant health care 

facilities and two veterans' homes - the VA Center being the largest 

employer in the city; third, it features tourist attractions - mainly the Evans 

Plunge that serve as a magnet for tourists; and fourth, the weather is nusually 

mild year round, making the town an attractive place to live. 

 

As we drove back to Haley, we back tracked our steps through the Black 

Hills again visiting the various towns along the way but this time focusing 

on the number of tourists from faraway places that were traveling through 

the hills and enjoying themselves on vacations.  We couldn't help but think 

about the business opportunities - especially in Hot Springs and agreed to 

talk about these opportunities over the next few months. 
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When we arrived back to the ranch, Ken Fisher told us that things at the 

place were just fine, but some folks were out hunting coyotes.  We knew that 

during the summer the coyote population had been growing, and several of 

the ranchers reported losing lambs and some sheep.  To combat this 

problem, some of them hired Bill Snyder from Bowman - a pilot who had a 

small airplane.  He and his partner would fly low over the Teepee Buttes 

where most of the coyotes seemed to live and shoot them from the low 

flying airplane.  Bill would fly the plane and his partner would shoot the 

coyotes from the back seat of the plane.  Then they would land the small 

plane and pick up the dead coyotes.  On one particularly fruitful day, they 

killed about thirty coyotes and collected the bounty. 

 

The winter of 1940-1941 was mild, thankfully, but many times Ole and I 

would compare what we were experiencing with the much milder conditions 

we imagined they were having down south in Hot Springs.  We had many 

discussions about our trip and the emerging tourist industry.  While we were 

successful ranchers and were actually quite prosperous, the thought of doing 

something else - given that both of the boys weren't interested in ranching - 

became a topic of frequent discussion.   
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I had been impressed with the time and effort Ole had spent in planning our 

trip.  to the Black Hills.  He had done his homework and I think he had our 

future in mind when he first suggested that we go to the Black Hills on 

vacation.  Obviously he had focused on Hot Springs from the start. 

 

"The tourism business is a good one, Bess," he said.  "Hot Springs is ideally 

located to take advantage of it." 

 

"I like the town," I said.  "Good weather, beautiful, things to do, health care, 

and things that attract the tourists." 

 

"Seems to me," he said, "that the best location for a business to attract 

tourists is on the north side of the town.  You know - where the highway 

enters the city.  Like the place we stayed." 

 

"The Battle Mountain Auto Camp?" I said? 

 

"Exactly," said Ole.   "Great location." 
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Ole and I even went so far as to put together a rough business plan that 

included how much we would need to invest and what sort of revenue we 

could attract during the tourist season.  It seemed very attractive to us, but, 

of course, it meant that we would have to sell the ranch.  We agreed that we 

would go back down to the Black Hills and to Hot Springs during the 

summer of 1942 to further explore opportunities - specifically the Battle 

Mountain Auto Camp.  We were starting to get serious about what initially 

was just a topic of intellectual conversation. 

 

The children - now adults - were thriving during 1941.  Economic times 

were getting better on the ranches and Tip and Ruth were still teaching 

school in Wyoming.  Marion and her husband, Preston, now had three 

children whom we visited regularly and Helen and her husband, Wood, had 

two children.  During one of our visits to Helen's ranch, she told me 

privately that Wood would occasionally come home from Bowman quite 

drunk.  It sounded to me a lot like I had experienced with Doc years ago and 

I began to worry about her.  I told her about Doc's drinking habits and how 

they had progressed over the years.  While that didn't provide Helen with 

much comfort, at least it increased her awareness of the kind of things that 

could happen with whisky.   
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The Kaylor ranch was operated much as a southern plantation because the 

father, CB as he was called, was from an old line of Virginia farmers.  Wood 

was the younger of two sons and his brother, a bachelor, ran the ranch and 

lived in his parents' home.  Wood and Helen lived in a small house on the 

ranch near the main house.  Helen told me that she and Wood did not sleep 

together and that she preferred it that way.  She stayed in a bedroom upstairs 

so she could be near the children and Wood slept in the basement where he 

would sometimes drink and remain in bed for several days.  She felt, as did 

I, that Wood was considerably frustrated at being the second child in a 

traditional southern family.  "It all goes to the eldest," said Helen.  I believed 

her.  

 

During the early fall of 1941 Helen's husband, Wood, bought a small single 

engine airplane.  He had received his pilot's license after working with Billy 

who was a flight instructor in Bowman.  Ole and I visited the Kaylor ranch 

one weekend and both Wood and Billy had the airplane on the ranch.  Billy 

asked me if I wanted to go for a ride - a question to which I was becoming 

quite familiar - and I again declined.  Wood said that Bill was going to take 

the plane back to Bowman to keep it there for the winter.  
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It was a particularly windy day - not a steady wind, but periodic gusts that 

sometimes were rather strong.  After dinner Billy told us that he would be 

leaving and went out to the airplane.  We all came outside to watch him take 

off and whenever he would do that, he would always fly around and come 

back over the top of us quite low and, as he put it, "buzz us." 

 

He taxied the small plane out to the field where it had been mowed and was 

getting ready to take off when a strong gust of wind caught the plane from 

the side.  It teetered for a moment, and then was flipped completely over 

onto its back.  In shock, we all ran to the plane, but Billy just climbed out of 

it completely unhurt and a little bit embarrassed by what had just happened.  

I was thankful that the gust of wind had come up when it did and not when 

he was taking off - that could have been a disaster. 

 

Image 022 

 

That accident spoiled what was a very pleasant afternoon but fortunately the 

only damage was to the plane and to Billy's ego.  He was upset that he had 

wrecked Wood's plane, but the only real damage they found was that two 
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wing struts had been broken.  These were easily fixed over the next few days 

and Billy finally flew the plane successfully back to Bowman. 

 

At home, Ole and I enjoyed evenings together listening to the radio.  While 

we had had a radio in the house since the early 1930's, we would usually 

listen only on occasion but always whenever President Roosevelt gave one 

of his many fireside chats.  By 1941, however, we began to enjoy sitting 

together in the evening and listening to mystery shows such as the Inner 

Sanctum Mysteries and Bulldog Drummond.  I enjoyed a lighter variety and 

particularly liked the Great Gildersleeve.   

 

During the year we began to turn the radio on in the morning and listen to 

Don McNeill and the Breakfast Club which came from Chicago.  That was 

an entertaining variety of news and general discussion with occasional 

music.  We could also listen to many of the great bands of the time such as 

Benny Goodman and, of course, Glenn Miller. 

 

In September 1941 we listened to one of President Roosevelt's fireside chats 

about freedom of the seas.  In his chat, the President outlined many instances 

where American ships had been attacked by the German navy.  He reported 
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on the German submarine torpedo attack on a US Naval destroyer, the USS 

Greer;  he also talked about the sinking of the Robin Moor, a US merchant 

ship that had been sunk by a German submarine in the South Atlantic earlier 

in the year.   

 

From the mid thirties until now we had heard of the growing conflict in 

Europe culminating in the British declaration of war against Germany 

almost one year ago.  The world was becoming a very dangerous place and 

none of us wanted us to get involved in another war across the sea. 

 

Ole and I had just finished supper when we sat down and were immediately 

stunned by what we heard on the radio.  Early in the morning of December 

7, 1941, the Japanese had launched a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor.  I had 

never heard of Pearl Harbor before.  According to the news, the Japanese 

had sunk or heavily damaged many US Naval ships including battleships.  I 

immediately began to worry about Tip and Billy as well as Marion and 

Helen's husbands. 

 

The next day we listened to President Roosevelt on the radio as he addressed 

Congress and asked for a declaration of war against the empire of Japan.  He 
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called it a "day that will live in infamy."  On December 11, 1941, Germany 

declared war on the United States.  World War II had begun. 

 

A world war was frightening, but I felt that Ole and I were quite safe.  We 

lived near the absolute center of North America - almost equidistant from 

the Atlantic and Pacific - and if the Japanese or Germans invaded our 

country, this would probably be the safest place to be.  In fact, it is probably 

the safest place in the world to be.  No bombs or guns here for sure. 

 

I did not feel so secure, however, for my two boys and for Marion and 

Helen's husbands.  It turned out that those men who were on agricultural 

farms were exempt from the draft as well as certain teachers.  Tip and 

Marion and Helen's husbands wouldn't be going into the army. 

 

Billy, on the other hand, wanted to fight.  Even before the attack on Pearl 

Harbor, Billy had gone to Canada and joined their air force.  He was north 

up in Manitoba serving as a flight instructor and wouldn't be going into 

combat anywhere, so that gave me much relief. 
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The net effect of World War II on us was twofold.  First it caused us to 

postpone any thoughts we might have had about the tourist business in the 

Black Hills.  That was fine, I thought, because there weren't going to be 

many tourists during the course of the war - however long it might last.  

Second, we were issued ration books.  There was a limit to the amount of 

virtually everything that we could buy.  That didn't bother us too much 

because we could obtain gasoline in greater amounts because we were 

ranchers - even though we did not have any grain crops.  And since we 

produced most of the food that we needed - meat, poultry, vegetables, milk 

and butter (we churned our own), all we had to do is just live simply and not 

indulge in anything to excess.   

 

Tobacco wasn't rationed, but if you wanted a specific brand of cigarettes, 

you might have to settle for something else.  My smoking habit was about 

one pack of cigarettes per day - too many, I suppose, but I enjoyed the 

relaxation that I could get now and then from lighting up a "Lucky."  They 

were a little harder to find in Haley, though, and even though the Curry store 

would put some away for me if they got any, I still had to settle sometimes 

for a different brand.  I decided to go back to Bull Durham and roll my own 

- something that Ole found quite amusing because he didn't know that I had 
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that sort of talent!  Ole didn't smoke, so any difficulty finding tobacco was, 

as he put it, "someone else's problem." 

 

We visited Helen and Marion occasionally and their ranches were doing 

very well given the need for agricultural products to support the war.  Tip 

and Ruth visited us one time in 1943 and it was wonderful to see them and 

their two children.  We heard from Billy on a monthly basis and learned that 

he decided to marry a Canadian woman whom he met in Winnipeg.  Her 

name was Doreen and we looked forward to meeting her. 

 

In the summer of 1944, shortly after the United States invaded Europe, Ole 

and I took another trip down to the Black Hills.  We didn't stay so long this 

time as we did back in 1940 because all we wanted to do is to see how well 

the motor camps were doing given the problems of the war.  We found that 

many of them had gone out of business.  We went to Hot Springs and the 

community was doing quite well mainly because of the VA Center but some 

of the motor camps had many vacancy signs displayed - quite unlike our trip 

in 1940 when tourism seemed to be thriving.   
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We stayed again at the Battle Mountain Auto Camp.  We met the owners, an 

elderly couple, and learned from them that their business had been very soft.  

When we asked them what their plans were for the future, they told us that 

they would probably sell their business if they could find the right buyer.  

While we did not say that we were they right buyers, we did express an 

interest and told them that if they decided to sell that they should please talk 

with us first.  They seemed very interested and although they or we made no 

commitments, we felt that there definitely was an opportunity. 

 

When we were back in Haley, both Ole and I went to see Mr. Thune at the 

bank to ask him about the possibilities of our selling our land.  He said that 

he knew the Nygaards south of us might be interested in a major expansion 

and that the likelihood of our selling to them at a good price was high.  We 

asked him to explore further the possibilities with the Nygaards and when he 

reported to us two weeks later that they were, indeed, interested, we were 

estatic.   

 

Ole and I had a long discussion after we heard this news.  We were very 

successful ranchers, but we had no children who would take over the 

responsibilities when we were ready to stop ranching.  Each of us loved 
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adventure - certainly my coming to Haley nearly thirty seven years ago was 

an act of bold adventure and it had been highly successful.  Ole was 

enthusiastic about doing something new together.  "We're still young, Bess," 

Ole said despite being sixty two years of age.  I was fifty eight years old and 

felt that I was twenty one again.  "You bet we are," I said.  "Let's build some 

more memories together!" 

 

In the spring of 1945 Germany surrendered unconditionally to the allies.  

World War II in Europe was over.  There was much celebration, but we 

were still engaged in a horrific war with Japan in the Pacific.  That ended 

with the dropping of the atom bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki leading to 

the unconditional surrender of Japan on September 2, 1945.  One week later 

Ole and I drove back to Hot Springs and made an offer to purchase the 

Battle Mountain Auto Camp.  We stayed in Hot Springs for three days and 

on the morning of the third day, the owners announced to us that they would 

accept the deal.   

 

We signed an agreement to purchase the auto camp and to take possession 

on January 1, 1946.  We were going to be proprietors in the tourism 

business.  It was exciting! 
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On December 1, 1945 we sold the entire homestead after selling all our 

cattle and sheep.  We were able to negotiate a price for the land that was 

much higher than we would have settled for, and we had quite enough 

leaving substantial reserves to spare to purchase the Battle Mountain Auto 

Camp in Hot Springs, South Dakota for cash. 

 

I had been a rancher since 1908 when I homesteaded - thirty seven years.   

 

That was enough.  Although I loved ranching, I was ready to move on. 

 

Our new adventure together had begun! 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
367 

Chapter Twenty One 

 

Ole and I moved into the residence at the Battle Mountain Auto Camp on 

January 3, 1946 - a warm and sunny day that delighted us since we had left 

Haley with its sub-zero temperature and about of foot of snow.  It took us 

two days to move our belongings into the residence and settle ourselves so 

we could open the auto camp and gas pumps for business on Monday, 

January 7, 1946. 

 

The Battle Mountain Auto Camp is located on the north part of Hot Springs 

where Highway 85 comes into the town and makes a ninety degree right turn 

to go down a long hill.  Motorists traveling in either direction need to slow 

down considerably at the sharp turn and have easy access to the gas pumps.  

The camp serves as either a motor camp where tourists can stay overnight or 

as simply a gas station where they can refuel before proceeding on their 

journeys.   

 

The residence and office is located on the north side of the highway along 

with several cabins that are adjoined.  The cabins are rather small but 

include a comfortable bed, table, chairs and a bathroom.  Two of the cabins 
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in each of the adjoining blocks have two beds.  Across the highway there is 

another row of cabins - two with two beds - along with two stand alone but 

slightly larger cabins that are essentially small houses complete with 

kitchens.   

 

The buildings are finished on the outside with a bright white stucco and the 

roofs are a dark green in color.  At the front of the residence is a canopy 

where automobiles can drive in and have access to three Texaco gas pumps - 

two of the pumps are electrically operated and deliver either regular or 

"ethyl" gasoline while the third is a manual old fashioned gravity flow pump 

that delivers regular gasoline. 

 

The front of the residence and office has two large picture windows and the 

inside walls are made of native knotty pine.  There are two large display 

cases and a counter where guests can register.  Just on the outside of the 

office at the entrance is a coke machine that dispenses bottles of coca cola 

that are immersed in ice water to keep them cold.  On the right side of the 

front entrance is a room where supplies such as lubricating oil are kept for 

motorists. 

 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
369 

Just behind the office counter and display cases the entrance to the residence 

and the location of the "till" - actually a locked sliding drawer to hold cash.  

Opening the sliding cash drawer is controlled by five levers below the 

drawer that need to be pulled in a certain order to enable the drawer to open.  

The display cases contain souvenirs of the Black Hills - mostly junk, I 

thought - generally small cedar chests, a wide variety of pennants that 

advertise various tourist attractions and of Hot Springs itself, and many 

different decals that motorists can put on their windows.  There are also a 

couple of easy chairs where travelers can rest while waiting for their 

automobiles to be serviced. 

 

We retained the four employees who had worked for the previous owners.  

Two of them, Grace and Melinda, cleaned cabins while Evelyn and Louise 

worked in the laundry which is located in the basement of the residence.   

 

I spent the first week assisting Grace and Melinda clean cabins so I could 

understand fully the tasks involved as well as establish my own standards of 

cleanliness for the units.  Each started work at seven o'clock in the morning 

because customers would start leaving around that time.  They had a systems 

approach to clean the rooms - first stripping the beds and removing all the 
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laundry to the cart outside, then washing and vacuuming the cabins, then 

making the beds and straightening up each unit before allowing it to be 

occupied.  I was impressed with their attention to detail. 

 

Evelyn and Louise began their work at eleven o'clock in the morning after 

gathering the linens and towels left for them in the laundry chute by Grace 

and Melinda.  We had two commercial washing machines as well as two 

commercial dryers and two industrial irons - called "mangles" - that pressed 

the linens after they had been washed and dried. 

 

Ole settled into his routine of managing the front office and taking care of 

tourists who stopped just for gasoline and oil checks.  We didn't operate a 

full service station for automobiles meaning that all we did was provide 

gasoline fill-ups, window washing and oil checks.  Ole did not repair tires or 

do any sort of engine work - that was left to other service stations in town.  

Ole developed a friendship with the local Texaco bulk gasoline dealer who 

also operated a full service station and, when necessary, sent motorists who 

needed such assistance to him. 
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I was surprised that we were becoming quite busy after the second week in 

January.  It seemed as though the tourist business was starting to pick up a 

bit and there were a few times when we were able to hang up the "no 

vacancy" sign - something that later on became a goal for us each day.  

Whenever we would fill up with customers and hang out the sign, I would 

get in the car and drive around town to see what other motor camps were 

also full.  Because of our location at the entrance of town, we generally 

would fill up sooner and for that both Ole and I were very pleased and 

reassured that we, indeed, had picked a good strategic location for our 

business. 

 

In early February I had to go to the court house to file some papers for our 

business with the clerk of courts.  As I was leaving the court house, I noticed 

a small cafe across the street called the "Shanty."  While I wasn't hungry, I 

decided to stop in for a cup of coffee just to see what it was like so that we 

might refer some of our guests there in the future.  During the past couple of 

weeks I started visiting various restaurants throughout town just to check 

them out and see if they might be places to which we would refer others.  

Some were excellent - some I decided not to put on my referral list.  
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The proprietor of the Shanty was an attractive woman who looked to be 

about the same age as I and when she came to me at the counter where I was 

sitting, I couldn't help but notice her sparkling blue eyes.  She was very slim, 

had light brown hair and was wearing a white cotton dress with a light blue 

collar and trim on her sleeves.  She was very pleasant while waiting on me 

and I felt an immediate attraction to her.   

 

I told her that we had just purchased the Battle Mountain Auto Camp and 

that I would be referring guests to her from time to time.  She smiled at me 

and reached out to shake my hand.  "Thank you," she said, "my name is 

Opal.  Opal Nelson." 

 

I smiled and shook her hand.  "Bess.  Bess Parker," I said.   

 

"I hope to see you again," said Opal.   

 

"Yes," I said.  "Thank you, Opal.  I'll be back." 

 

As I returned to the auto camp, my mind went back in time nearly forty 

years ago to Linda's smile.  Opal reminded me of her, certainly, and when 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
373 

she spoke she did so in such a friendly manner with grace and dignity.  

When I shook her hand, though, I didn't have that electric feeling as I did 

from Linda's touch.  Oh how I longed for that feeling again.  While it had 

been so many years, the memory of her touch was as vivid as if it had 

happened yesterday.  In my recurring dream about her, though, I never was 

able to touch her, and that was frustrating to me.  That night as I slept, the 

dream returned - still with no touch. 

 

One of the unanticipated benefits of being a motor camp proprietor is the 

ability to visit with many nice people.  In the later afternoon after three 

o'clock when we would have all the laundry done and stored for the 

upcoming day, I would watch the front office so that Ole would have some 

relief.  Occasionally I would even pump gas and check the oil on cars - 

something that I think surprised many of those who had stopped - especially 

women who were riding in the cars.  It made me feel good, however, and 

brought back memories of my working on different pieces of ranch 

equipment with Ken Fisher and Ole.  I was proud of myself for being able to 

do that sort of work. 
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I visited Opal's shanty a few times in March and began to enjoy conversing 

with her.  I usually would sit down at the far end of the counter so as not to 

bother other customers who would come in for coffee and a piece of pie.  I 

began to like her a lot and found that she was originally from Chicago and 

had come to Hot Springs before the war to work at the VA Center.  She still 

worked there in the mornings - in the canteen that was a combination store 

and restaurant for the veterans where they could have coffee and snacks.  she 

would open her Shanty in the late morning in time to serve sandwiches for 

lunch as well as coffee and pie in the afternoon.  She would close the Shanty 

and go home to her apartment up on Evans Heights at the Hargens 

Apartments.  I began to want to see her more frequently. 

 

During the spring, the tourists started to come in droves.  Visiting with them 

when they were guests or had come into the office while getting some gas 

was generally always pleasant.  We had few complaints and many people 

would come in to talk with us about the things they might do in Hot Springs, 

places to eat, and more often, places that they should visit while during their 

visit to the Black Hills.  I would usually go on a mental tour with them - 

finding out in general where they want to go - and then visualize what I 

would like to see were I to accompany them.  I wasn't shy about telling them 
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about what I considered to be "tourist traps" - places that were in business 

just to sell souvenirs, and so forth.  I generally pointed them to Wind Cave, 

Sylvan Lake, Mount Rushmore, Deadwood, and a few commercial places 

such as the Reptile Gardens in Rapid City. 

 

After March 15, we started filling up regularly and usually would hang up 

the "No Vacancy" sign around five o'clock.  When we did, I would jump in 

the car and go check on the other auto camps just to see how they were 

doing.  On one occasion I stopped by the Shanty and asked Opal if she 

wanted to go with me.  "I'd love to," she said.  From then on Opal and I 

made our regular tour of the town around five o'clock in the afternoon.  

When we would finish cruising around the town, I would take her home 

back up to Evans Heights.  Each time I left her we would touch hands.  I felt 

that something was clicking between us. 

 

Opal was a smoker, too, but she smoked Chesterfields.  I was able to have a 

regular supply of my Lucky Strikes so I no longer had to roll my own and 

neither of us tried to get the other to switch.  She was very social as well, 

and liked to visit with her own customers.  In May after we made the rounds 
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of the town checking on other auto camps, I brought her back to the Battle 

Mountain Auto Camp and introduced her to Ole.   

 

"So this is your friend, Bess?" he said. He shook Opal's hand and smiled.  

"Bess has told me how fond she is of you," said Ole.  The only thing that I 

had told Ole was that I enjoyed checking out the other establishments with 

her, but that made me feel good because it was true - I was fond of her.  And 

Ole could sense my interest. 

 

Opal began coming to the auto camp a couple of evenings every week to sit 

in the office with me and to chat with guest when they would come in.  I 

learned that she, too, had been married before and divorced.  That was the 

reason, she said, why she had left Chicago and come west - to forget about 

her past.  I didn't press her for any details, but felt that she was running away 

from something - much like Linda with whom she had many other 

similarities. 

 

Later in May an older gentleman stopped at the gas station.  Ole was busy so 

I went out, checked his oil and filled his old muddy Chevrolet with regular 

gas.  He came into the office, paid for the gas, and then said, "So you're the 
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new owners?"  He was a short man with white hair, slightly overweight, 

with a ruddy complexion.  He wore rather tattered work clothes as if he were 

going to work in some manual labor job.  But he wore a pair of very fine 

looking cowboy boots. 

 

"Yes," I replied.  "We've been here since the first of this year." 

 

"Good place for a business," he said.  "On the corner.  They'll stop here 

first." 

 

"That's what we hope," I said. 

 

Then he introduced himself.  "I'm Frank Butler," he said.  "I live here during 

the summer.  Have a ranch north of town.  You'll see a lot of me.  Stop here 

every time I go there."  Frank Butler.  F.O. Butler, I wondered?  Butler race 

track - Butler Park? 

 

"Bess Parker," I said.  "Nice to meet you, Mr. Butler." 
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"It's Frank, Bess,"  he said. "You probably get our milk if you're on 

delivery." 

 

Milk?  I thought for a moment.  7-11.  "Yes," I said.  "We get two gallons 

every other day.  Delivery truck stops every morning for gas.  Nice man, the 

driver." 

 

"Fred Bailey," said Mr. Butler.  "Older man - probably not going to be 

delivering too much longer.  Says he's going lame." 

 

Mr. Butler left in his car and headed north out of town.  Probably to his 

ranch, I thought.  Then my thoughts went to Billy, my son.  He was getting 

out of the Canadian air force and would be coming to Hot Springs in June 

with his wife and new baby son.  I knew Billy would be looking for a job, 

and began to think if Mr. Butler might be interested in talking with him. 

 

The following week Mr. Butler stopped by again to fill up with gas.  He 

seemed to enjoy chatting and I told him about Billy coming here from 

Canada to look for a job and a place to live.  "Tell him to come see me," said 

Mr. Butler.  "Could use a good man." 
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Billy and his family arrived in Hot Springs in late May.  It was a thrill to see 

him again - it had been six full years since he went to Canada.  His new 

wife, Doreen, was delightful - petite, very pretty, and spoke with a very 

distinctive Canadian accent.  For example, the way they pronounce the word 

"out" is quite different.  Rather than "owt" as we say, they say "oot" which 

sounds like "cute" or "lute."   

 

I told Billy about my conversations with Mr. Butler and he was interested.  

Ole and I put Billy and Doreen in one of the larger units because it had a full 

kitchen and two bedrooms.  He could stay there as long as he and Doreen 

wanted to stay - I was delighted to have him close to me again. 

 

The following Tuesday morning Mr. Butler stopped in for gas.  I told him 

about Bill (I called him "Bill" to Mr. Butler) and he immediately wanted to 

meet him.  Mr. Butler went out to his car and moved it to the back of the 

house and I went across the highway to get Billy.  He came over to the office 

and he and Mr. Butler sat down in the living room of the residence.  I left 

them alone. 
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After about half an hour, Mr. Butler came through the residence door into 

the office with Billy.  "Got a new delivery man," he said with a smile.  Billy 

was beaming.  "Gonna get him with Fred Bailey next Monday to learn the 

route." 

 

"Wonderful," I said.  "Congratulations, Bill!" 

 

After a few more handshakes and some small talk, Mr. Butler went through 

the residence, got into his still-muddy Chevrolet, and left for his ranch. 

 

Billy hugged me.  "Mr. Butler says I can live on the ranch up north," he said.  

He then hustled out of the office and ran over to the cabin across the street to 

tell Doreen.  I was thrilled that he now had a job and would be living 

somewhere in the area.  

 

The tourist season was excellent.  We had to put up our "No Vacancy" sign 

as early as three o'clock on some days - particularly on Thursdays and 

Fridays.  Some times guests would stay the entire weekend and those who 

did often came over to the office just to sit down and visit.  Many bought 

some of the souvenirs - especially the little cedar boxes - that we had on 
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display.  What they were going to use them for I had no clue, but was happy 

to sell them anyway. 

 

Opal and I saw each other frequently and made our daily rounds of the other 

establishments in town.  Usually we were the among the first - if not the first 

- to fill up.  We were doing very well. 

 

In early August Tip and Ruth stopped in Hot Springs with their three 

children to see us.  They had left their teaching jobs in Lyman, Wyoming 

and were planning to move to Missoula, Montana to teach.  Tip told me that 

he and Ruth wanted to live in a larger town where they had good schools and 

a University.  It had been Tip's dream to teach in a University and this 

sounded like the first step toward that goal.   

 

It was a pleasure to have him and his family together with us, and we put 

them in the stand alone cabin across the highway were Bill and Doreen had 

stayed before moving out to the 7-11 ranch.  They stayed with us for five 

days and during that time we were able to have both Tip's and Billy's 

families together for dinner - now we called the meals in the evening 
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"dinner" instead of "supper."  The meals at noon were called "lunch," and it 

took some time to get used to this change.   

 

Billy was excited about his new job delivering the 7-11 milk in Hot Springs 

as it gave him an opportunity to meet a lot of local people and make new 

friends with whom he and Doreen would socialize frequently.   

 

Marion and Preston came to Hot Springs to visit and brought their four 

children.  Again we put them in the stand alone cabin across the street and 

hosted Billy and Doreen and their son for two family dinners in the 

residence.  Their ranch was thriving and the cattle business was, according 

to Preston, very good.  I had begun to forget about ranching but during our 

conversations, the memories came back - especially those about living with 

papa and mama during their final years. 

 

Helen called us on the phone in late September and from the sound of her 

voice, things were not going so well between her and Wood.  He had started 

drinking more frequently and spending a lot of time drunk and in bed in the 

basement.  Helen was frustrated and furious with him and told me that she 

was not getting much support from CB, Wood's father.  Helen felt as though 
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CB was blaming Wood's drinking problems on her.  There was little I could 

do about it, but I said, "Helen, you always will have a place here with us."  

She didn't respond for a few moments, but then said, "I know, mama.  I 

know."  I was worried about her. 

 

Opal and I were spending time together, not only driving around during our 

routine inspections of the other motor hotels (they now were beginning to 

call them motor hotels instead of auto camps), but also going to an 

occasional movie at the theater downtown.   On one occasion during October 

we were watching a movie together and Opal reached down and took hold of 

my hand.  It startled me at first but I didn't show any reaction immediately.  

Instead, I took her hand and squeezed it slightly as though I was accepting 

her affectionate gesture - and she squeezed back.  We sat in silence holding 

hands for the rest of the movie. 

 

A week later when I was with Opal, she asked me if I would like to go with 

her to visit one of her relatives in Cheyenne, Wyoming which was about two 

hundred and fifty miles to the south.  I told her that I would enjoy going with 

her and that I would have to talk with Ole about it.  Later that evening as Ole 

and I were finishing dinner I brought up what Opal had asked. 
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"Opal asked me if I would like to go with her to visit one of her relatives 

down in Cheyenne," I said. 

 

Ole was silent for a moment and then said, "Opal is a good friend, isn't she?" 

 

"Yes," I said. 

 

"Bess," said Ole, "if you want to go then I think you should.  It's fine with 

me." 

 

"It would be only for a few days," I said. 

 

"When do you plan to go," he said. 

 

"Opal was thinking about next week while it's still warm.  Go down - stay a 

couple of days - then come back." 

 

"That's good, Bess.  That's good." 
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I was happy that Ole understood, but hoped that my wanting to go with her 

for a few days wasn't hurtful to him.  He knew that I loved him - I had told 

him so on many occasions.  And I knew that he loved me dearly.  It was a bit 

awkward, I knew, but I was drawn to it. 

 

On Thursday, November 13, 1946 Opal and I set out for Cheyenne, 

Wyoming in Ole's and my new 1947 Oldsmobile 98.  The road west through 

Edgemont, South Dakota and south on US 85 through Lusk, Wyoming was 

recently paved and the car rode beautifully.  We had pleasant conversations 

on the way down, and after we had passed through Lusk, Opal asked if we 

shouldn't think about staying overnight in Torrington, Wyoming which was 

about eighty miles north of Cheyenne.  Without much thought I responded, 

"Yes, that would be nice."  Opal then reached over, took my hand and 

squeezed it.  I responded with a firm squeeze. 

 

We stopped at a new "motel" - a new word for me - on the south side of 

Torrington and checked in.  The room was very nice, clean, and had a table 

with two chairs, a sparkling clean bathroom, and a single soft and inviting 

bed.  I think that each of us was a bit reticent and perhaps a bit shy, but we 

donned our night gowns and went to bed.  It was mid afternoon, yes, but it 
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felt right.  We embraced and touched each other for awhile, and then we 

kissed.  We kissed again and again.  Soon we removed our night gowns and 

embraced - spending the rest of the afternoon and all night close together. 

 

During the night the dream about Linda came back to me again and again.  

In each of the dreams we never touched.  And when I would awaken I would 

think that I was with Linda - but didn't feel disappointed when I realized that 

it was Opal whom I was embracing. 

 

Our visit to Opal's relatives during the next couple of days were anti-

climactic - at their home we stayed in separate bedrooms.  I had feelings of 

both frustration and relief.  And each night I had the dream of Linda.  Why 

was that happening to me? 

 

The trip back to Hot Springs on Sunday was without much conversation and 

we spoke little about our night in Torrington except that each of us said we 

enjoyed it and were looking forward to spending time again.  My mind was 

in conflict.  I had a strong physical attraction for Opal - sexual fulfillment 

was something that I had heretofore experienced only once before - with 

Linda in Dickinson so many years ago.  I had a strong love for Ole - a deep 
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emotional love, but not physical.   But my heart - deep down inside - always 

yearned for Linda - my Linda - the unfulfilled promise of total love.  That 

was the perfection of what I had always wanted in my life - but was it real?  

It certainly seemed so.  And the dreams kept it alive. 

 

We arrived back in Hot Springs on Sunday afternoon.  Ole greeted me with a 

smile and a warm hug.  The "No Vacancy" sign was already posted.  I 

hugged Ole - and hugged him again.  "I love you, Ole," I said.   

 

"I love you, too, Bess." 

 

Then the telephone rang.  It was Helen calling from Bowman.  Wood was 

drunk again. 
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Chapter Twenty Two 

 

Whisky again!  I had seen enough of whiskey during my years with Doc and 

witness what drinking can do to a good person.  Was the same thing 

happening to my Helen?  It certainly sounded like it.  She wasn't hysterical, 

but she was definitely upset.  What about the kids?  She wouldn't let them 

ride with him if he was drunk, would she?  I hoped not. 

 

That evening I sat down and wrote a long letter to Helen telling her of my 

experience with her father and his drinking.  He would get drunk and stay 

drunk for awhile - then he would sober up and things might seem alright for 

awhile.  Then he would get drunk again.  I told her how bad things could get 

worse - that the whisky would eventually become more important to him 

than his relationship with his family.  Then he would do something 

dangerous while drunk - like operating farm equipment as Doc once did; or 

driving a car too fast.  I finished the letter and sent it to her with the slight 

hope that Wood might even read it.  I didn't care.  I was worried about Helen 

and her two little children. 
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Over the Christmas holidays business was rather slow, as expected.  Many 

of the "motels" as some of the establishments now called themselves had put 

up decorations, but we did not follow their lead.  We enjoyed ourselves over 

the holidays and spent time with Billy and his family because they lived so 

close to us. 

 

The months of January and February brought heavy snows followed by 

enough warmth to melt the snow, and then it would snow again.  Thinking 

like a rancher I felt that all the moisture would be good for the forests and 

for the land.  Certainly we didn't have to worry about ice jams as we did on 

the Grand River.  Those were a thing of the past. 

 

The spring was beautiful in Hot Springs.  It was unusually warm and we had 

frequent rain that made the flowers bloom and the grass a beautiful green so 

that Battle Mountain looked like a florist's display.  The tourists started 

coming in droves in early April and we filled up each night throughout the 

month as well as in May.  It looked like a very promising tourist season. 

 

Then, in late June 1947, it happened. 
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Things started out with a heavy rain.  And then the rain became even heavier 

as though the entire sky had opened up.  The mountains north and west of 

Hot Springs must have gotten hit a lot worse because on June 17 the water 

level in Fall River began to rise quickly.  The water turned from its normal 

clarity to an angry deep rust color - much like the color of the sandstone 

buildings in town.  The water continued to rise and then on June 20 a flash 

flood hit us hard. 

 

The water in Fall River overflowed the banks and flooded not only the 

Evans Plunge completely, but the buildings between the plunge and 

downtown.  The channel of the Fall River was deep in the downtown area, 

but the water raged above the bank and took out a couple of bridges.  People 

said that it was the worst flooding they had ever seen - even the old timers 

who remembered the great flood of 1922.  The newspaper reported that it 

was the highest river volume since the flood of 1922.  The damage was 

horrific but, luckily, no one died.  The only problem was the devastation of 

the downtown area and the significant damage caused by the swiftly flowing 

water to the river channel itself.   
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While our property was not damaged at all because we were far up the hill 

from the river channel, I had worries, as did everyone else, about the effect 

that the flood would have on our tourism business for the summer.  There 

was no Evans Plunge to attract the tourists, and driving through the 

downtown area was at first difficult but later quite safe.  The businesses 

along the river suffered, however, and that itself would impact tourism.  

Still, if people from south of us wanted to tour the Black Hills, they would 

have to go through Hot Springs to get to Wind Cave and some of the other 

attractions unless they chose to take the old gravel roads to bypass the 

southern hills. 

 

Image 023 

Photo Courtesy of Fall River Historical Society 

 

Fortunately for us, business was pretty brisk even during the next week with 

people coming to town to survey the flood damage as well as many curious 

tourists.  During the month of July people were busy cleaning up the mess 

throughout the town and it was clearly evident that there would have to be 

much reconstruction not only of the Evans Plunge, if they wanted to get 

back in business, but also of the river channel itself and the bridges that had 
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been washed out.  I didn't attend any of the city council meetings, but 

understand that there was considerable discussion about planning for the 

reconstruction as well as the cost. 

 

In early August Helen called again from Bowman.  This time she told me 

she was fed up with Wood's drinking and asked if she could come to Hot 

Springs and bring the children.  I immediately told her yes and she said that 

she would be coming the next day. 

 

Before sunup on Sunday, August 17, 1947, Helen put the kids in a pickup 

truck along with a few belongings and left the Kaylor ranch for Hot Springs.  

She arrived here shortly after noon and we put them in the large cabin across 

the street where I told them they could stay as long as they wished.  She was 

distraught  and told me that she would not go back to the ranch to live.  

"Either Wood leaves the ranch and comes here," she said, "or I'm going to 

divorce him.  I've had enough of the whisky." 

 

It was a couple of days before we heard from Wood.  He called and I had 

Ole talk with him.  Ole told him that Helen was safe here along with the 

children and they intended to stay.  Helen refused to speak with him as did I.  
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I'm afraid that I would have told him the same thing that I told Doc, "Get the 

hell out of here.  And don't come back!"  But I didn't. 

 

Wood was very apologetic and admitted to Ole that he had a drinking 

problem and that he wanted to solve it.  He said that he would move to Hot 

Springs if Helen would have him and that he would stop his drinking.  Ole 

told him that Helen would think about it for a few days and that Wood 

should call back in a week or so. 

 

In the meantime Helen settled in nicely with the children and Billy visited 

with her each day after he had completed his milk route.  Helen decided that 

she would enroll the children in school - one boy in the first grade and her 

daughter in the second grade.  The elementary school is located on top of the 

same hill as the VA Center and to get to the school you had to walk up the 

hill, through the VA Center complex, and to the school - a total of about four 

blocks.  It was safe for the children and others who lived close to the auto 

camp walked to school that way every day.  The first day of school was 

Thursday, September 4, 1947 and Helen walked with the children to school 

and after they had enrolled, walked home with them to ensure that they 

knew the way. 
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Wood called exactly one week after his conversation with Ole and spoke not 

only with Ole but with Helen as well.  He told her that he had decided to 

come to Hot Springs and that he would kick his drinking habit if she would 

give him a chance.  He told her that his family meant more to him than the 

whisky.  Helen decided to give him a chance and told him to come.  She said 

that he could stay a week or two and if he was really serious, then maybe 

they would move their belongings from the ranch and buy a house in Hot 

Springs.   

 

Wood arrived the next afternoon and was not only sober, but contrite.  He 

met with Helen, Ole and me and explained that he knew he had a drinking 

problem and that he wanted to stop it.  Ole led the discussion because I'm 

afraid I would have lost my temper.  Helen talked with him in front of us and 

told him plainly that she was willing to give him a chance, but he would 

have to stay away from the bottle.  When we were through, I gave Wood a 

hug, looked him in the eye and said, "Wood, we love you, but you better go 

straight!"  Then I hugged him again.  I'll admit that I had my hopes that 

things would turn out all right. 
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Two weeks later Helen and Wood purchased a small house in lower town - 

across the street from the Catholic Church and only two blocks and up a 

steep hill to the elementary school.  During the next month Wood got a job 

at the Buckingham transport depot just north of town.  That lasted only 

about two months because he was then hired as a policeman for the Hot 

Springs Police Department.  He was very happy because, as he had said, "I 

always wanted to be in law enforcement."  He had been totally sober and 

appeared to want to stay that way. 

 

During the spring of 1948 we were robbed.  It was an armed robbery but no 

one was hurt.  The robbery occurred on a Sunday afternoon when I was 

taking care of Helen's children.  Her son, Charlie, a first grader, was in the 

office alone - I was in the residence. 

 

Then a man walked in, obviously in a hurry. 

 

"Where is the cash register?" he asked. 

 

"You mean the till?" said Charlie. 
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"Where the money is.  Show me." 

 

Charlie led him back around the counter and pointed to the till - the cash 

drawer with the levers.  The man yanked on the till but it wouldn't open.  He 

fumbled with the levers and was getting a bit upset when I walked in. 

 

"What are you doing?" I asked. 

 

"Open this, lady, and you won't get hurt." 

 

"Charlie, get over there," I said pointing to the corner behind the counter.  

Then I went to the till and opened it as Charlie scurried into the corner.   

 

The man quickly took all the money - only the bills - and said, "Just stay 

there and you won't get hurt."  Then he went quickly out the door, got into 

the car which was in front of the pumps, and they drove off north up 

highway 85 and out of town. 

 

I immediately grabbed the phone and said to the operator, "Get the police!  

The Police!  Battle Mountain Auto Camp!  We've been robbed!"  When the 
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operator said, "Hold on," I waited for a moment until the police station 

answered and repeated exactly what I has said to the operator. 

 

By this time Ole came in the door white as a sheet.  When he saw that we 

were OK he said, "Guy had a gun pointed at me." 

 

"Robbed us," I said.  Ole then came over and hugged me. 

 

"But we're safe, Bess." 

 

The police drove up and filled out their report.  We learned that the men had 

been caught near Rapid City on the next day.  We never got our money back 

but they didn't get much from us.  I worried more after it happened than I did 

while it was happening, but I guess that's pretty normal. 

 

The next two years were some of the best years of my life.  Business was 

excellent, Wood was sober and had not had any relapses, and we changed 

the name of the business.  Instead of calling it an auto "camp," we changed 

"camp" to "court."  So all of our signs were changed to the "Battle Mountain 
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Auto Court."  I wasn't ready to call it a motel and we all agreed that the 

Battle Mountain should remain in the name. 

 

I continued to see Opal regularly and we would go to Rapid City from time 

to time "on business."  Ole understood completely and we both kept the 

relationship between Opal and me a secret from Helen and Billy.  This was 

something that was totally private between us and I intended to keep it that 

way.  Such relationships, I knew, were not socially acceptable and we didn't 

want to cause any problems either for the business or for the family.  Opal 

understood the need for secrecy as well. 

 

Our relationship had grown into one of sincere affection but not love.  I 

loved Ole, pure and simple, but I was physically attracted to Opal.  I think 

her affection for me was more intense because on several occasions she 

would use the love word.  Whenever we were together, however, I still had 

vivid memories of Linda and always longed for her wonderful touch - 

something that I didn't quite feel with Opal.  The dreams reoccurred 

frequently and each time they seemed to become more real.  But we still 

never touched and I always wanted the dream to continue to feel that magic 

moment. 
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Recovery from the 1947 flood began in earnest during the fall when the 

construction firm of Peter Kiewet & Sons was selected to perform the work 

on the town's infrastructure.  The major work involved complete repair of 

the Fall River channel through Hot Springs which included the construction 

of a high vertical concrete wall on the side of the river closest to the street 

running through town and the placement of large pink-colored boulders on 

the opposite side of the river completely through the town.   

 

At the same time, construction began for the large dam on the Cheyenne 

River just upstream of the Cheyenne River bridge.  Additionally a flood 

control dam was built in the Cold Brook area north of town to provide future 

flood control against the kind of flash floods that devastated Hot Springs 

both in 1922 and in 1947. 

 

While the construction was an inconvenience for the entire downtown area 

because of the huge trucks hauling not only the concrete for the retaining 

wall but the huge pink colored boulders as well, the total effort of all three 

major projects brought many jobs to the city and families of the people 
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doing the work stimulated local businesses and increased the size of classes 

in the elementary, junior high and high schools. 

 

Business continued to be strong throughout 1950 and Ole and I purchased 

another new Oldsmobile 98.  The cars were getting better and better each 

year and this one had a very powerful engine that would make the car 

accelerate very quickly.  Ole liked to "step on it," as he said, whenever he 

drove.  I was more cautious and remembered how careful I was when 

driving my first car - the "Hup." 

 

The year 1951 promised to be a good year and we had a wonderful new 

year's celebration with Helen, Wood and the kids as well as Billy, Doreen 

and their son, Chris.  It was a happy time for us all.  The children were 

getting old enough not so as not to be pests, Wood was not drinking and had 

stayed away from the bottle for over three years, Helen had been helping me 

from time to time, and Billy was happy in his job.  The 7-11 ranch had 

purchased a new milk truck - orange and black with a large "7-11" on the 

side and Billy was very proud of it. 
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On one occasion in early evening late in January when Billy had completed 

his milk route, he was at the auto court visiting with me when the telephone 

rang.  Someone from the 7-11 ranch was calling because someone had not 

received their milk delivery that day.  Billy jumped up and said, "I'll take it 

to 'em now."  Then he looked at Helen's son, Charlie and his son, Chris, and 

asked them if they would like to ride in his new truck.  They jumped up and 

eagerly went out with him, got in the truck, and they sped off down the hill. 

 

The 7-11 milk bottles were glass and each had a lid that was tightly sealed 

on the top.  During the ride while Charlie and Chris were in the back of the 

truck, they apparently loosened some of the caps.  Billy had the habit of 

taking the milk bottles - one in each hand - and flipping them upside down 

as he walked toward the house to make the delivery.  When he arrived at the 

house, he took two half gallon milk bottles and started walking toward the 

house - unconsciously flipping each of them upside down.  When he did 

that, the caps came off and the milk gushed out of the bottles and down each 

of his legs.   

 

Billy was furious!  Fortunately he had other well-sealed bottles with him and 

made the delivery, but when he arrived back at the auto court, his face was 
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red with anger.  All of us tried to show some sympathy for him, but it was 

difficult and soon all of us, including Billy, were laughing loudly.  Over the 

next couple of months Billy always would tell me about that night and how 

much fun it was. 

 

On Valentines Day, February 14, 1951, Helen called me and told me that 

Wood's father, CB Kaylor, had died of a heart attack on the ranch south of 

Bowman.  We all knew that he had heart problems, but it was still a shock.  

Helen and the kids immediately went to the ranch.  Ole and I went three 

days later for the funeral in Bowman.  That was a very unpleasant time for 

me, not only because Wood had lost his father, but because it was the first 

time I had been to Bowman since that fateful day in September 1908 to meet 

Linda's train.  My heart sank to a new low that day as I again felt the same 

level of grief as when I read the letter about her death.  It was very difficult 

for me to not say anything about how I felt to anyone - not even to Ole.  I 

held it all in.   

 

On the trip back Ole said to me, "CB's death hit you pretty hard, Bess.  

Didn't know you knew him that well." 
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I choked back my tears and said, "He was always so very nice to me."  I had 

lied - and I think Ole knew that there was something else hidden behind 

what I had said, but he didn't press it.   

 

"I knew him but not that well.  He was always pleasant to me, too."   

 

With that we didn't talk about it any more.  I vowed never to go to Bowman 

again. 

 

Spring arrived early in March and we were all anticipating an excellent 

tourist season.  During the first two weeks Ole and some painters painted the 

entire auto camp to restore it to that brilliant white that we remembered 

when first seeing it years ago.   

 

During the night on March 28, I awoke thinking that I had heard some noises 

coming from Ole's room.  I waited for a few minutes and heard nothing else.  

Then, for some reason, I thought I had better check on him.  When I went 

into the room he was lying on the bed with a peaceful expression on his face.  

As I looked closer, however, I saw that he wasn't breathing.  I grabbed his 

hand and it was limp. 
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I rushed downstairs and called Helen who came up to the auto court 

immediately.  We called the hospital and an ambulance arrived a few 

minutes later, but by that time it was clear to us all.  Ole Michelson had died 

in his sleep.   

 

Helen remained with me for the rest of the night.  I was stunned and couldn't 

speak.  I felt tremendous grief and realized that the happy times we had 

shared together in this "adventure," as Ole had called it, were now gone.  He 

had told me that we were going to make great memories together, and he 

was right.  We did.  I thought about how I felt about him and knew that I 

loved him deeply - more than any man I ever knew with the possible 

exception of papa.   

 

All of my children came to the funeral - Marion and her family, Tip and his 

family all the way from Missoula, Bill and his family, and, of course, Helen 

and her family.  Tip decided to stay with me for a couple of weeks to help 

around the auto court and Helen was constantly with me.  What started out 

as a promising year had turned into a nightmare. 
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In late March I told Helen that I would be going to a business meeting in 

Rapid City for a couple of days.  There was a hotel association meeting there 

at the time, but I had no intention of attending.  Instead, Opal and I went to 

Sylvan Lake where we spent two lovely days together.  She understood how 

I felt about Ole and comforted me.  We were becoming very close to each 

other emotionally.  I did my share of crying, to be sure, but her warmth and 

affection were what I needed at the time to recover from this loss. 

 

We returned late that Sunday from "the conference" and spent the next two 

weeks trying to get things back to normal.  Tip had left for Missoula before 

Opal and I went off together, but Helen still stayed with me from time to 

time to ensure that I was getting back on track.  Billy's wife, Doreen, also 

spent time with me and came to stay for a week with me in April.  Billy was 

going away with a group of friends to Sioux City, Iowa.  

 

At dinner time on Wednesday, April 18, 1951 the telephone rang.  I 

answered and the call was for Doreen.  She took the phone, identified 

herself, listened, then dropped the phone. 

 

She turned around with an ashen look on her face. 
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"Bill was killed in a car accident in Tyndall, South Dakota." 
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Chapter Twenty Three 

 

They say that "tragedy comes in threes."  With the death of my lovely son, 

Billy, I hoped that the saying was true.  I just couldn't bear any more. 

 

Billy's death had certainly been a tragedy - unlike those of CB and Ole from 

heart problems after living normal and healthy lives.  The newspaper report 

described exactly what had happened: 

 

"On April 18, 1951, William Stewart (Bill) was killed in a two car crash 

near the town of Tyndall, South Dakota.  He was riding in the back seat of a 

Cadillac and the driver attempted to pass a car on a hill but met another car 

coming up the hill on the other side.  The driver swerved to the left and into 

the ditch in an attempt to avoid a collision, but the oncoming car hit the 

Cadillac near the right rear door as it entered the ditch.  Bill was sitting in 

the back seat of the Cadillac on the right side of the car at the point of 

impact.  He was not killed immediately but apparently suffered internal 

injuries the fatal injury being collapsed lungs.  He couldn’t breathe and died 

shortly after the accident." 
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Billy's death put us in a state of paralysis.  We closed the auto court for the 

next few days until after the funeral because we wanted places for our family 

members to stay and because we thought we shouldn't go about our business 

as usual.  It wasn't as usual.  Our lives had been turned upside down. 

 

Besides Doreen and their five year old son, Helen took Billy's death the 

hardest.  Of all the children, the bond between Helen and Billy was clearly 

the closest - she looked after him when he was a small child and as adults, 

Billy would always look after Helen. 

 

Ole had it right when he said that people are nothing more than the 

memories we build of them.  "Memories never die," said Ole.  "All death 

does is keep you from building more memories.  Especially the good ones."  

He went on to say that we should concentrate every day on building good 

memories of the ones we love.   

 

What Ole was saying is that the people we love and cherish, if they die, live 

on in us as long as we live and those memories become more vivid over 

time.  That was comforting to me.  Ole and especially Billy will always be 

alive in my memories - but as Ole had said, the sad thing is that I won't be 
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able to make any more.  I'll have to be satisfied with those I made when I 

had the chance. 

 

The thought that those who are taken from us by death will live on within us 

as our memories makes more sense to me than imagining them off on some 

cloud in heaven or elsewhere.  With the living memories, we can still enjoy 

them, laugh at and with them, cry with them, and be with them.  And since 

we aren't able to build any more memories with them, it makes sense to 

concentrate during our lives on building good memories, because after we 

are inevitably separated by death, we have nothing else. 

 

Maybe that is what's going on with my memories of Linda, I thought to 

myself.  She is vividly alive and well - happy and full of life - and wanting 

so much to touch.  The memories we built together in Dickinson remain so 

strong, so deep, and so real that they have only intensified over the years.  

Her death prevented her from actually getting off that train and letting me 

build a memory of our touch - maybe we would always be reaching for one 

another.  I didn't know, but I was happy and content at just seeing her in my 

dreams. 
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Some people say that when a loved one dies and we grieve, we should "just 

get over it."  Well, to them I say, you never "just get over it."  Instead you 

must learn to live with it - you learn to live with the loss.  And that is exactly 

what I intended to do.  Live with the losses. 

 

About a month after Bill's funeral, I told Helen and Doreen that I would be 

going out to Oregon to see Ole's children for a week.  That was a lie.  

Instead, Opal and I went to Torrington, Wyoming for a day and stayed in the 

same motel where we had first experienced each other's embrace.   Then we 

drove down to Denver where we spent two days trying to escape from the 

sadness of the loss and build new memories of something that neither of us 

had ever seen.   

 

Opal was so kind and tender in helping me cope with the double loss.  We 

talked over and over again about memory building - why it was being 

helpful to me with the loss of Ole and Billy, and why we should focus on 

building future memories together. 

 

We had a long conversation about the secrecy we placed around our 

relationship and how I felt at being dishonest with Helen and Doreen by 
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actually lying about going to Oregon.  Opal was comfortable with the deceit 

- not that she was a deceitful person, but because she was willing, as was I, 

to lie about us when we would periodically go off together.   

 

"I'm thinking about telling Helen and Doreen," I said.  "It's not fair to them 

for me to be dishonest." 

 

"How do you think they will handle it," said Opal. 

 

"I think each is a mature woman," I said.  

 

Opal thought for a moment and then said, "Bess, if they love you, it won't 

matter.  It won't make any difference.  And maybe it would give you comfort 

not having to be dishonest." 

 

"We could tell them and ask that they not tell anyone else.  Not even Wood." 

 

"It's not socially acceptable, Bess," said Opal.  "Maybe they would 

disapprove." 
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"Like I said, they're mature women.  And this is reality.  It's not a lie." 

 

"If they love you," said Opal, "then they should accept you for what you 

are." 

 

"That's the way I feel," I said. 

 

We agreed that after we returned to Hot Springs we would sit down with 

Helen and Doreen together and just tell them the truth.  We would tell them 

that we did not want to lie to them any more and apologize for the deceit in 

the past. 

 

We left Denver and drove west up and over the Rocky Mountains to north 

central Colorado and up into Wyoming.  We crossed the state this time 

going further north through Casper and came back to Hot Springs exactly 

one week after we had left. 

 

After we arrived at home I avoided talking about our make-believe visit with 

Ole's children right away and told Helen and Doreen that both Opal and I 

wanted to sit down with them the next day and tell them about the trip.  I had 
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misgivings about what we were about to do and several times during the 

afternoon before we were to meet with them I almost changed my mind.   

 

After dinner in the evening and Doreen had put Chris to bed, Helen came up 

to the residence and we sat down.  I felt uncomfortable as did Opal, but I 

started to tell them that Opal and I had something to share with them and 

that it might come as a surprise. 

 

Helen smiled and put up her hand slightly.  "Mama," she said, "you and 

Opal are in love.  It's alright!" 

 

My jaw dropped and I didn't know what to say.  Opal just smiled.  Helen 

knew!  She knew!  How did she know? 

 

Doreen was smiling, too.  "Mama," she said, "we have known this for a long 

time." 

 

"Ole told us two years ago," said Helen.  "He told us that we should 

understand your need for happiness.  And we do.  It's fine.  We love you!" 
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The Helen looked directly at Opal.  "And we love you, too, Opal.  Thank 

you for making mama happy." 

 

Tears started to swell in both Opal's and my eyes. 

 

"Ole told you?" I asked. 

 

"Yes, mama.  He told us.  He said that you had never told him to keep it a 

secret because you and he didn't talk about it.  But he knew." 

 

I smiled to myself.  Ole.  He knew.  Oh how I loved that man for approving.   

 

"He said that you and he were deeply in love and would always be together.  

And he said that you have a great capacity for love and that we should 

respect your love for Opal.  Ole didn't feel threatened by Opal.  In fact, he 

was grateful that Opal made you happy.  He loved you, mama.  Loved you." 

 

I started to cry a little.  Opal put her hand on my shoulder. 
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"Ole told us that if anything ever happened to him that we should promise to 

support you completely," said Helen.  "And we are going to keep that 

promise." 

 

"Ole told us to keep it a total secret," said Doreen.  "Billy knew and was 

happy for you." 

 

"Wood knows, too," said Helen.  "And he thinks it is wonderful for you." 

 

"Marion and Tip?"  

 

"They don't know and don't need to know," said Helen.  "It's just Doreen, 

Wood and I who know, and we'll keep it that way.  You won't have to lie to 

anyone." 

 

Helen went on to say that she knew I would make up stories about where 

Opal and I were going but it didn't matter.  "I would have done the same 

thing, mama," she said with a smile. 
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"Billy thought it was rather fun," Doreen said with a smile.  "He would say, 

'Mama and Opal are taking off again!"   

 

We all laughed at the memory of Billy's humor.  It seemed as though a great 

weight had been lifted off my shoulders.  They knew!  They always had 

known!  When we had finished visiting, I realized that Opal and I had been 

holding hands during the entire conversation.  Now we were out in the open 

with those closest to us.  We had their approval.  We could now move 

forward.  We didn't have to sneak around Helen and Doreen any more, but 

we still needed to be discreet in the community. 

 

After we finished the conversation and I had taken Opal home, I thought 

about Linda.  They don't know about Linda.  That is a memory of mine and 

will continue to be mine alone.  As I went to bed that night I felt wonderful.  

I looked forward to the possibility of seeing Linda in my dream and telling 

her that our love is secure.  Linda appeared again in the dream, smiling as 

usual as she got off the train.  But I awoke before I could tell her and, again, 

we did not touch. 
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Doreen and her son, Chris, left the 7-11 ranch and came to live with me, 

taking Ole's room.   Doreen helped me run the motor court full time and 

Helen helped during the daytime when her kids were in school.  We worked 

hard learning to live with the loss of Ole and Billy, but we managed to have 

an excellent tourist season and knew in our hearts that Ole and Billy would 

have been happy at that news.  

 

The years of 1952 through 1955 passed by quickly with excellent tourist 

seasons in both years and, fortunately, no more deaths in the family.  Each of 

the four families was prospering - Marion and Preston now have eight 

children, Tip and Ruth have five, Wood and Helen two, and Doreen and her 

son, Chris, live now live with me. 

 

Periodically Opal and I would take a couple of days and go out of town "on 

business."  Whenever that occurred we always left from the auto court after 

saying goodbye to Helen and Doreen who would smile and sometimes wink.  

We felt good about being out in the open with them and they always would 

tell us to enjoy ourselves.  On several occasions Helen would tell me that she 

thought I needed to attend a conference in Rapid City or somewhere else - 
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always smiling when she made those suggestions.  I appreciated her 

understanding and humor. 

 

The construction in Hot Springs had been completed and tourism had 

virtually exploded.  There were tourists from as far away as Florida and 

California.  In the summer of 1953 President Eisenhower visited the Black 

Hills and stayed in the State Game Lodge - the same place where President 

Calvin Coolidge designated his "summer White House" back in 1927.  I had 

the honor of being invited to one of the formal dinners he hosted and that 

was a thrill.  I was able to shake his hand and visit with him for a few 

moments.  He was the first President of the United States that I had ever met 

and also looked exactly as he did on television and in the news reels at the 

movies.  There were a lot of photos of him in the newspapers taken while he 

was fishing for trout on French Creek, and I thought that would be good for 

business. 

 

In 1956 Opal and I planned a trip to Europe.  That was exciting because I 

never had been out of the country or even to the east coast.  We had to 

obtain passports, which took a little time, and Opal and I spent time planning 

the trip.   
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We decided to fly to Paris from New York City, spend a few days, and then 

travel to Avignon in Provence in southern France where the popes had 

moved during the black plague.  We would then take a train to Switzerland 

where we wanted to spend time in Grindelwald, south of Zurich near the 

village of Thun in the canton of Bern where we would rent a chalet at the 

base of the Eiger.  We planned to conclude our trip by going to Edinburgh, 

Scotland where my ancestors originated and then have a brief stay in 

London where I wanted to see Buckingham Palace and the stiff Royal 

Guards. 

 

We left Hot Springs on the first of July 1956 and drove to Denver but 

stopped for a night in Torrington, Wyoming at the same motel where we had 

stayed before.  From Denver we flew directly to New York City where we 

stayed in Manhattan for two days and saw the new musical play "Damn 

Yankees" at the 46th street theater. 

 

We flew to Paris from New York's Idlewild Airport on a TWA Super 

Constellation, flying first class because this would probably be the only 

flight we would ever take to Europe unless, of course, we decided to go back 
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the following year.  The flight was going to be long, taking about eleven or 

so hours, but it was comfortable even with the drone of the four powerful 

engines.   

 

A flying restaurant!  We didn't expect the elegant level of meal service on 

the plane - just like fine dining in a superb French restaurant as we 

experienced in New York.  This service in the sky was provided by two very 

attractive stewardesses dressed in light tan tight fitting dresses starting with 

glasses of champagne and delightful appetizers.  We had our choice from the 

menu, written in both French and English, and we chose "rôti de bœuf" 

(roast beef).  For dessert they served little confectionery desserts called 

"petit fours."   

 

The service was not without its excitement, though.  When one of the 

stewardesses tried to open a fresh bottle of champagne, the cork popped 

violently and hit her just above her right eye causing a small cut. 

 

A nice man sitting across the aisle from us immediately got up from his seat 

and went to her assistance.  He was a doctor - an ear, nose and throat 

specialist as we later learned - and quickly attended to her - putting a small 
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bandage over the injury much to her and the other passengers' relief.  She 

continued with the service as we struck up a conversation with the doctor 

who was sitting with his wife. 

 

His name was Herb Goldman and his wife's name was Belle.  Behind them 

sat their attractive fourteen year old daughter, Nancy.  They were going to 

France on vacation and their destination was Avignon in Provence - the 

same as ours.    

 

They seemed to be fascinated by my homesteading on the western prairie of 

the Dakotas and their questions virtually dominated the conversation.  Even 

though the flight was quite long, we weren't able to find out much about life 

in New York City - our main interest.  They told us where they would be 

staying in Avignon and we agreed to meet them there during the few days 

we had planned to tour the city and the countryside. 

 

We landed in Paris almost exactly at noon and our two days in Paris were 

wonderful - finding the city as beautiful as I had imagined.  Dr. and Mrs. 

Goldman helped us with a list of places that we should visit.  Dr. Goldman 

told us that he had done his medical training in Paris before World War II 
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and knew exactly what first time visitors must see.  Nancy had suggestions 

as well and after making them she said, with enthusiasm, "You have to see 

those!"   

 

We did what Helen said was the "tourist stuff" as well as visiting the places 

suggested by the Goldmans and it was rather nice to be a tourist than an 

innkeeper!  Despite the rather large crowd at the Louvre we were able to see 

the Mona Lisa rather close and were actually amazed at how small it really 

is.  The room in which the painting was displayed was rather dark, lit only 

by the small windows high on the wall opposite the wall from the painting.  

In my mind, such a famous painting should have been much larger and the 

room brighter. 

 

We traveled by train to southern France.  The French countryside was green 

with rolling hills and small villages and we enjoyed the long trip from Paris 

to Avignon in the south.  I didn't know much about Avignon but clearly saw 

the remnants of the Roman ruins and Opal and I learned that southern France 

was where old Roman generals would go to retire.  We could certainly see 

why.   
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During our third evening in Avignon we had dinner with Dr. and Mrs. 

Goldman and their daughter, Nancy.  She was a precocious young woman 

and wanted to practice her French with us, but we were unable to converse 

with her.  She taught us a French words such as "Comment allez-vous?" 

(How are you?), "Bonjur" (Hello), "Bon soir" (Good evening), "Merci" 

(Thank you) and "L'addition s'il vous plaît?" (May I have the check please?) 

 

Dr. and Mrs. Goldman were, as they called themselves, wine aficionados, 

and what they had to say about the French wines was fascinating to us.  We 

apologized for not being very knowledgeable about wines but they were 

very gracious, explaining the concept of "nose," "good legs," and how to 

clear one's palate before and after tasting.  We learned that in wine tasting 

many experts do not actually drink the wine - they just taste it and then spit 

it out.  We drank the various kinds of wine that Dr. Goldman had purchased. 

 

The French food and wines were delicious.  I had never been much of a wine 

drinker - maybe three or four times in my life.  But for every dinner and 

even lunch we would treat ourselves to a glass of excellent wines from the 

Rhone region and were thankful for the wine lesson that Dr. and Mrs. 

Goldman had taught us.  Our favorites were Gigondas and Châteauneuf-du-
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Pape - wines from the Rhone region.  The following evening over dinner we 

drank an entire bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape! 

 

When we arrived at our chalet in Grindelwald, I was astounded at the 

majesty of the Alps which seemed to be right on our doorstep.  I had seen 

the Rocky Mountains in Colorado, many of which were higher than the 

Eiger, the Monch and even the Jungfrau, but the base of these mountains 

was much lower than in Colorado.  That made the mountains seem even 

higher and the walls of the mountains - especially the Eiger - were sheer 

cliffs.  I wondered how anyone would dare to climb them. The Eiger`s 

Mittellegi Ridge towers over Grindelwald and the mountain`s permanently 

snow-capped summit is clearly visible from the railway station.  

 

The days were very clear with few clouds in the sky and in the early 

morning when the sun would rise, the beauty of the mountains was 

breathtaking.  We learned that there were ways to get up near the tops of the 

mountains and that a tunnel had been blasted through the heart of the Eiger 

where you could look out of two viewing windows from the mountain's 

sheer rock face.  We weren't bold enough to take on that adventure and were 
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content to just sit on the balcony of our chalet with several glasses of wine 

and admire the beauty in front of us.  

 

One evening after dinner and over a bottle of wine Opal and I began to talk 

about our future.  Each of us were in our sixties - Opal 67 and me 68 years 

old.  Each of us had constantly worked for nearly the past fifty years with 

seldom, if ever, thought given to the subject of retirement.  Opal said that 

she had been thinking of closing the Shanty simply because she was tired of 

working and had saved up enough money so she wouldn't need the income.   

 

I had worried, after Ole's death, about how long I could still manage the auto 

court and realized that it was becoming harder and harder with each passing 

year.  I knew that neither Helen or Doreen wanted to make a career out of 

managing the auto court.  Ole had told me, too, that the VA Center would 

have a life cycle - the resident veterans, nearly all of them now from World 

War I, would be growing older and, as he put it, "Things change, Bess."  A 

decline in the use of the VA Center would have a negative impact on the 

economy of Hot Springs. 
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I had also been following the news during the past year about the proposed 

interstate highway system that had been a dream of President Eisenhower.  

In 1955 the General Location of the National System of Interstate Highways, 

known informally as the "Yellow Book," mapped out where the highways, 

once approved, would be located.  There had been some discussion about 

this in Hot Springs and several people had voiced concern about the 

interstate highway that was being proposed in South Dakota.   

 

The maps showed that the highway would go from Sioux Falls, in the 

eastern part of the state, to Rapid City and then turn north through Sturgis 

and Spearfish and on out through Wyoming.  The interstate system would 

totally bypass Hot Springs and the entire southern part of the Black Hills.  

To me that didn't sound good for business.  The Federal Highway Act of 

1956 had been signed into law by President Eisenhower on June 29, 1956.  It 

looked to me that the handwriting was on the wall. 

 

Opal and I discussed the possibility of a decline in the VA Center as well as 

the effect of the interstate bypassing us in the south. 
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"Maybe now is the time to sell out," I said.  "We're getting older, it's harder 

to manage the auto court, and the outlook for business over the next twenty 

years might not be so good." 

 

"You mean soon, Bess?" she said. 

 

"I mean we should seriously think about it," I said.  "Together we have 

enough money to retire, and traveling is rather fun."  Then I thought about 

what Ole might say.  "Ole would tell us to sell out," I said.  "Find another 

adventure.  Make some new memories."  I smiled after I said that to Opal, 

she smiled back at me and we drank a toast to Ole. 

 

We left Switzerland a week later and flew from Zurich to Edinburgh, 

Scotland where we stayed for four days touring Edinburgh Castle and 

Holyrood Palace, gazing at the Scott Monument and taking several walking 

tours of the city.  The food was rather good - not so good as in France - but 

we were able to order what had become our favorite French wine, 

Châteauneuf-du-Pape! 
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We took the British railway to London where we registered at the elegant 

Savoy Hotel.  I had heard about the Savoy and had seen it in the movies, but 

in reality it was even nicer.  Expensive, yes, but we were on vacation and 

felt that we deserved it.  The food was excellent and I particularly liked the 

country pudding with the baked apples and fruit.  We even tried fish and 

chips at a London pub. 

 

We took several tours of London each of which brought us to Buckingham 

Palace for the changing of the guard.  We walked by Number Ten Downing 

Street and stood and stared at the guards at the gate to see if they would 

blink.  They did, occasionally, but otherwise did not move.  We even "took 

afternoon tea" at two different London hotels as well as at the Savoy.  Tea 

and crumpets - quite good, we thought, but didn't think they would catch on 

in the coffee-minded United States of America. 

 

While we were in London, Opal developed a cough.  I was afraid that she 

was getting a cold, but she had no rise in temperature and didn't feel sick to 

her stomach.  Only the cough which was deep and, as she told me, rather 

painful.   
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During one evening we went to a London theater and saw the musical, 

"Kismet," and enjoyed the performances of the famous songs, "Stranger in 

Paradise" and "Baubles, Bangles and Beads."  

 

On our trip back aboard another TWA Super Constellation, again flying first 

class, I reflected on my past experiences and wondered at the variety of 

experiences I had during my life and the memories that I had built over time.  

I was very lucky, I thought, to have survived homesteading alone back in 

North Dakota long ago.  Between naps during the long flight, my memories 

came and went like a rich mosaic of stories - some with happy endings and 

some not.  Several times I had the dream with Linda - still not being able to 

touch her - but each time I awoke I took Opal's hand and gave it a squeeze.  I 

was thankful for the memories she and I had built together. 

 

Opal's cough had not improved after we had landed in New York and after 

we arrived in Denver to pick up my car for the three hundred mile drive back 

to Hot Springs.  "One of those nasty ones," she said.  "I'll get over it." 

 

After we arrived home, we enjoyed telling Helen, Doreen and Wood about 

our trip.  I brought up the subject of my intent to sell the auto camp, and 
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none of them was surprised at my decision.  It was late in the summer - mid 

August, and I felt that the time was right to look for a buyer. 

 

I had several people inquiring about buying the auto camp over the past year 

and the most promising was a family who lived in North Dakota.  I 

contacted them by telephone and asked them if they were seriously 

interested.  They said they were, and within three days they had traveled to 

Hot Springs to have a discussion. 

 

They had just sold their own ranch and had no need for any financing - the 

same as I when Ole and I bought the place.  Over two days we had 

discussions about the business, how successful it had been, and the excellent 

conditions of the premises.  At the end of the second day they made me an 

offer.  Like my ranch, the offer was higher than that which I would have 

settled for, so I accepted.  We shook hands and agreed to have my lawyer 

draw up the papers. 

 

Three weeks later we closed the deal and I moved in to a house that I had 

purchased just behind and south of the auto camp with Doreen and Chris.  
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My days as an innkeeper were over.  Now I was retired and had nothing to 

do - that is, except travel.  Ole would have been pleased. 

 

Opal's cough had not improved, though, and I was worried about her.  On 

Monday, October 15, 1956, I took Opal to Rapid City to see a doctor who 

specialized in respiratory diseases.  Opal was with the doctor for over an 

hour and they performed several tests as well as taking X-rays.  We waited 

for a considerable amount of time until the doctor called her into his office. 

 

When she came out her face was blank and she had tears in her eyes. 

 

She coughed.  Then she said, "Bess, I have cancer." 
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Chapter Twenty Four 

 

Cancer is something about which I knew very little.  My only exposure to 

someone with cancer was with the daughter of a neighbor in Haley who had 

cancer of the brain.  She died from it rather quickly.  When Opal said the 

word, I immediately thought about brain cancer, but the doctor told her that 

it was in both of her lungs. 

 

We went back into the doctor's office after he had made a couple of 

telephone calls and he told Opal that he wanted her to go to the regional 

hospital for some tests.  We didn't know what sort of tests, but the doctor 

told us that she should expect them to take a couple of days.  "We need to 

know exactly what we're dealing with," he said.   "This will involve a couple 

of biopsies - one from the lymph nodes and one from the lungs.  We'll do the 

biopsies at the hospital but you won't have to be admitted.  We should know 

the results in a couple of days." 

 

Opal checked in to the regional hospital and later that morning the tests had 

been completed.  The test included several X-rays but she had to be taken to 

the operating room for one of the tests, a bronchoscopy where they take 
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tissue directly from the lungs.  After the procedure they kept her in the 

recovery room under observation for two full hours before she was released.  

The doctor told us that we could go back to Hot Springs and that he would 

call us when the results were known - most likely the day after tomorrow. 

 

There was little we could talk about on the drive back to Hot Springs except 

speculate what having cancer might mean for Opal - and us.  "I think they 

can treat it," I said.  I was trying to be optimistic.  "It isn't like we live in the 

1800's.  We have modern medicine." 

 

"My uncle died from it," said Opal.  "About thirty years ago.  Lung cancer.  

Died about six months after they found it."  She was obviously pessimistic.  

I was silent.  I couldn't bear the thought of losing someone I love - again.  

Particularly when my dreams for the future included her. 

 

The doctor called two days later in the morning and said he would like to see 

Opal in his office during the early afternoon.  We immediately got into the 

car and took the one hour ride to Rapid City where we went to the doctor's 

office promptly at one o'clock.  The doctor got right to the point and it wasn't 

good news. 
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"You have small-cell carcinoma, Opal," he said.  "Lung cancer in both 

lungs.  That form of cancer is aggressive meaning that it the most metastatic 

of all the lung cancers."  He explained that metastatic means that the cancer 

will spread.  "From the lymph node biopsies, I'm afraid that your cancer has 

metastasized.  This is not good news." 

 

I was in shock, but Opal's facial expression was rather blank.  "You mean 

I'm going to die?" she said. 

 

"The long term survival prognosis for this type of cancer isn't good," he said.   

 

"What is long term," she said.  "How much time to I have." 

 

The doctor looked at me and then looked sadly directly at Opal.  "It depends 

on the extent of the metastasis.  In reality I would expect about six months to 

a year at most." 

 

We both sat in shock for a moment.  Tears began to swell up in my eyes but 

Opal remained stoic and calm.  "Can it be treated," she asked. 
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"With the metastasis, we can't treat the cancer.  All we can do is treat the 

symptoms," he said.  "We'll do all we can to make you comfortable." 

 

"This is terminal, you mean.  I'm going to die." 

 

The doctor looked at her sadly and without a look of encouragement on his 

face or in his voice said, "It's terminal, Opal.  There's not much we can do." 

 

We drove back to Hot Springs in silence.  There really wasn't anything either 

of us could say.  The cards were on the table, period.  Opal was going to die, 

and most likely within a year.  When we were about half way home she said, 

"I want a cigarette." 

 

I looked at her quizzically.  "A cigarette?  Opal, you have lung cancer." 

 

"And it's going to kill me," she said.  "I might as well enjoy myself while I 

can."  With that she opened her pack of cigarettes, took out a Chesterfield 

and lit it.  She took a couple of deep puffs, coughed slightly, and looked out 

the window.  "Light up a Lucky, Bess," she said.   
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I wasn't going to argue, so I did.  

 

Opal's cough didn't improve over the next few weeks.  While I was certain 

that the doctor in Rapid City was excellent, I wondered if it might be 

appropriate to get a second opinion and determine whether or not there at 

least might be some new treatment that could be applied to her condition.  I 

remembered that when the neighbor's daughter, back in Haley, was treated 

for brain cancer, they took her to Rochester, Minnesota to the Mayo Clinic.  

I thought that might be something we could do so I asked the doctor for a 

referral to Mayo.  He willingly called the Mayo Clinic and made an 

appointment for Opal for the following Monday. 

 

I didn't try to drive the six hundred miles from Hot Springs to Rochester in 

one day.  We took highway 16 and drove all day Saturday and spent the 

night in Worthington, Minnesota. We drove to Rochester the next day, 

arriving at our hotel in mid-afternoon.   

 

The next morning we went to our appointment and met Dr. Stein, the doctor 

who would coordinate her diagnosis and treatment.  After spending about an 
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hour with us reviewing her medical history and records that we had brought 

from Rapid City, she began a full day of tests.  When Dr. Stein met with us 

late the following day, he confirmed the diagnosis we had received in Rapid 

City.  There was little that even the Mayo Clinic could do for her except 

provide means to make her comfortable.  The cancer was incurable -  

untreatable except for symptom relief.  A bit disheartened, we returned to 

Hot Springs the following day.  

 

During the next two months Opal's symptoms became worse as the cancer 

began to ravage her lungs and body.  She began to cough up some blood 

occasionally and started to complain about pain in her back.  The doctor had 

prescribed pain medication but after a time it didn't seem to work.  She said 

the pain began as a dull ache and then gradually became worse - particularly 

if she moved around a lot.    When we visited the doctor in Rapid City, he 

told us that the cancer was progressing rapidly.  We knew that her condition 

was worsening but her spirits were high despite knowing of the inevitable 

outcome.  The doctor told us that the pain in her back most likely meant that 

the cancer had spread to her bones.   He warned her to restrict her 

movements because of the dangers of possible broken bones from the 

weakened tissue. 
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During the fourth month following the diagnosis, she began to have 

headaches, periodic loss of balance, and occasionally would she had 

difficulty speaking - slurring her words.  Her symptoms were rapidly 

advancing and it became more and more difficult to keep her comfortable.  I 

felt at a loss because I didn't know how to help her. 

 

Opal seemed to have lost her fighting spirit and that was easy to understand 

because the pain was persistent and getting any relief was difficult - even 

with the stronger pain killers our doctor had prescribed.  When it became 

nearly unbearable for her we decided to go back to Rochester to the Mayo 

Clinic.  Our hope was that they could provide her with some means to at 

least endure the pain.  Each of us had given up hope that there would be any 

improvement in her condition. 

 

We drove to Rochester one long day this time.  The doctor in Rapid City had 

prescribed some sleeping pills for Opal so that she could get some relief 

simply by not being awake to feel the pain.  Opal slept in the car nearly all 

the way to Minnesota. 
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She checked in to the hospital at the shortly after we arrived and I could tell 

that her condition had significantly worsened.  She didn't have much time 

left, I knew, but at least she was in an excellent medical facility so that if 

there was anything that could be done for her, they could do it. 

 

During the next day they performed some additional tests and Opal looked 

very pale, was in considerable pain, and they had given her morphine, a very 

powerful pain killer, to give her some relief. 

 

Late that evening I went back to the hotel across the street to get some sleep.  

In the morning I went back over to the hospital only to find that my dear 

Opal had died sometime during the very early morning hours.  She was sixty 

nine years old.  Dr. Stein was at the hospital and came to me to give me 

some comfort, but all I could think about was Opal's suffering.  "She died 

peacefully," he said.  "There was nothing we could do." 

 

I left the hospital, went back over to the hotel and climbed into bed where I 

cried for the rest of the day and night.  My heart ached.  I was alone.  Very 

much alone.  Far away from home.  Those whom I had loved were gone and 

all I had left were my children and their families.  My children!  I still had 
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my children, so I wasn't really alone.  But they had their own lives to live 

and while I would be able to be with them from time to time, I still would be 

left with an aching heart. 

 

But I still had my dreams of Linda to look forward to - and it came back 

vividly during the night.  While I still was unable able to touch her, I felt that 

she was calling me somehow but I couldn't understand any of the words she 

was saying.  Her full name came back to me.  Linda Herbert.  She told me 

that she was from the Minneapolis area - Hopkins, I remembered.  

 

I thought about the long drive back to Hot Springs.  I would be alone with 

nothing but the radio and my thoughts.  Hopkins, Minnesota.  It wasn't far 

away.  I knew that Linda's body had been shipped back to her home for 

burial and wondered if I might be able to find her gravesite.   I was at a loss 

for anything to do or for anyone with whom I could talk, so I decided to 

drive to Hopkins to see if I might be able to find where she was buried.  

Maybe that would make me feel better.   

 

I drove to Hopkins that afternoon and checked in to a hotel so that if locating 

Linda's grave took a long time - I didn't care how long - I would have a place 
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to stay.  I found a funeral home near the hotel and asked the funeral director 

about cemeteries in Hopkins and who might I contact to help me search for a 

particular grave site. 

 

The funeral director, Mr. Lloyd, was very helpful and said that he had a 

directory and map of the Grandview Park Cemetery - the oldest and largest 

cemetery in Hopkins.  Through the directory I was able to locate the area 

where a Linda R. Herbert who died on September 2, 1908 was buried.  

 

That's Linda, I thought.  I had found her. 

 

I rushed to my car and drove quickly to the Grandview Park Cemetery and 

to the general location where the map indicated the grave site would be 

found.  I searched for over an hour going back and forth in the area where 

the grave should be but could not find it.  I thought that perhaps there was an 

error in the map, but then decided to make another search, this time reading 

all of the very small grave markers that had been placed on some of the 

graves instead of monuments or head stones.  There were many of such 

markers. 
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Some of the markers were hard to read because the writing on them had 

faded or was simply unintelligible.  I took my time and hoped that I wouldn't 

overlook her marker and had all but given up hope when I finally saw it.  

There among several gravestones was a small marker that had written on it, 

"Linda R. Herbert.  Born May 16, 1887.  Died September 2, 1908."  That is 

all it said. 

 

I stayed at Linda's grave for about an hour remembering my time with her on 

the train and in Dickinson.  My heart ached.  I thought that finding her grave 

would give me some relief - maybe some closure - but it didn't.  I wanted to 

do something, but there was nothing I could do.  Nothing. 

 

Except . . . . I could provide her with a gravestone!  A nice one.  She 

deserved that and it was something that I could do.  I went back to the 

funeral home where I talked again with Mr. Lloyd and asked him where I 

could purchase a nice gravestone.  He directed me to a small monument 

company in Hopkins so I drove there immediately.  It seemed that I couldn't 

get the monument fast enough - I wanted Linda to have it and I wanted her 

to have it now despite the fact that she had been buried for over fifty years. 
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Mr. Wilson, the manager, sat with me at the monument company and we 

looked through the various gravestone designs and colors.  I selected a 

medium sized gravestone of blue granite - the closest match to Linda's blue 

eyes that I could find.  On the gravestone I told Mr. Wilson to carve, "Linda 

R. Herbert.  Born May 16, 1887.  Died September 2, 1908.  Love You 

Forever."  I cried as I wrote "Love You Forever."  But at least I felt that I 

had actually accomplished something.  I did something for Linda!   

 

Mr. Wilson told me that it would take a couple of weeks before they could 

place the monument at the head of Linda's grave.  I thought about staying for 

two weeks so that I could be there, but Mr. Wilson told me that he would 

take a color photograph of the gravesite with the monument after it had been 

placed.  I decided that while I would have liked to stay, it would be best if I 

left and went home.  A color photograph would be enough. 

 

Before leaving, however, I went to a florist and purchased an arrangement of 

beautiful delphiniums and roses that were blue with traces of pink.  To me it 

was an arrangement that symbolized the serenity of blue - like the color of 

her eyes - and the pink and white shades within the roses symbolizing my 

purity of intention.  I wanted something that would let Linda know that I was 
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trying to send my calm strength to her after all those difficult years.  I placed 

the arrangement at the head of her grave, secured it as best I could, and sat 

down.  I cried.  I sat for about two hours remembering her and thinking what 

it would have been like - what would have been different - had she been able 

to arrive in Bowman back in 1908.  I didn't know.  But I would still have my 

dreams.  I got up and started to leave.  Then I stopped, turned around and 

looked at Linda's grave.  "I'll love you forever," I said.  Then I turned and 

left. 

 

I left Hopkins very early the next morning - before the sun came up - and 

drove the entire distance, six hundred miles, to Hot Springs where I arrived 

in the early evening.  I told Helen and Doreen about the trip and about Opal's 

peaceful death.  I didn't tell them that I had gone to Hopkins nor anything 

about Linda.  That memory would remain in my heart forever.  I would 

"love her forever." 

 

Three weeks later we held a small and private memorial service for Opal at 

the McColley Mortuary in Hot Springs.  Doreen, Helen, Wood and a few of 

her friends attended.  After the short ceremony, we all went out to the 
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Evergeen Cemetery.  Opal's body had been cremated so we scattered her 

ashes beneath a small tree near her gravestone.   

 

During the summer I began to knit, having little else to do.  I knitted mostly 

woolen scarves because I didn't want to take the time to create something 

fancy.  Most of the scarves were blue - some plain wool and some of blue 

cashmere.  I gave blue scarves to both Helen and Doreen, knowing that 

whenever I saw them wearing the scarves, I would think about Linda. 

 

In August I left Hot Springs in the car and drove up to Marion's ranch west 

of Buffalo, South Dakota, where I stayed for two weeks.  During my stay, 

Marion and I drove over to Haley to look over the old ranch.  Both the ranch 

and Haley were sad sights.  Haley had been reduced to just a small store and 

post office - former buildings had either been demolished or simply 

abandoned.  The ranch - my former home for so many years - had been 

abandoned and the structures were beginning to deteriorate - except for the 

thick sod walls.  The weather had virtually torn up the sheds, and the fences 

around the corrals were tattered with many of the boards lying haphazard on 

the ground.  We didn't stay long looking at that sad sight. 
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After my stay at Marion's, I drove out to western Montana to Missoula.  It 

was a long trip - nearly seven hundred miles from the North Dakota State 

line.  I didn't take a direct route but drove south almost to the Black Hills 

and then headed west across Wyoming to Billings.  I could have chosen a 

shorter route, but that would have taken me through Miles City and the 

thought of being in the town where Linda had died in a fire was 

unacceptable to me.  The pain would have been unbearable. 

 

I enjoyed the drive in western Montana and the beautiful views of the snow 

capped mountains.  I took my time during the drive and arrived in Missoula 

at the end of the second day of my journey and stayed for two weeks with 

Tip and his family.   

 

Tip's wife, Ruth, had been sick with breast cancer, but unlike the rapid 

advance of the disease, her cancer was thankfully in remission now.  We had 

a wonderful time visiting and recalling old times on the ranch.  I told them 

only reluctantly that I had visited Haley and the ranch and that everything 

seemed to be wasting away and returning to nature.  We spent some time 

looking at old photographs of the place which was very enjoyable because 

there were stories to tell about each picture. 
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Over the winter I continued to knit and helped Doreen around the house 

from time to time.  I started playing Scrabble, too.  That was stimulating my 

mind to be sure.  My lawyer, Norman Watson, enjoyed Scrabble, too, and in 

the evenings I would go to his office and we would play Scrabble until 

midnight most of the time - and sometimes into the wee small hours of the 

morning.  That kept my mind active. 

 

In February 1958 as I was helping Doreen in the basement of the house and 

was walking up the stairs, I began to feel short of breath and a bit dizzy.  I 

must have fallen because the next thing I knew I was looking at Helen and 

Doreen beside me.  I was in a hospital bed - the Lutheran Hospital up on 

College Hill.  My right leg hurt and Helen told me that I had fallen and 

broke my right hip.  When the doctor came in later, he told me that I had 

suffered a heart attack and would have to take it easy.  "No more smoking, 

Bess," he said.  I didn't like the sound of that at all. 

 

They let me out of the hospital after about a week and confined me to bed at 

home with Doreen and Chris.  I was able to knit, however, and keep myself 

occupied with that as well as reading novels which I had rarely done earlier 



Copyright  2015 by Charles Cranston Jett 

All Rights Reserved 
448 

in my life.  Helen, Wood and her kids would come to visit me from time to 

time, but I felt totally inadequate and helpless because I couldn't get up and 

walk around nor do anything else except visit, read and knit.  I felt like an 

invalid and didn't like that at all.  That wasn't me.  The rancher.  The 

innkeeper! 

 

During the nights, however, I would still have the dreams of Linda - always 

seeing her get off the train in her beautiful light blue dress, walking toward 

me and holding out her hand.  I wasn't able to touch her. 

 

One evening in February I was in bed trying to go to sleep.  I felt a bit 

nauseous and had a strange salty taste in my mouth.  I took a small drink of 

water and that seemed to make the taste go away.  Then I tried to go to sleep 

again. 

 

When I awoke, things were very strange.  I wasn't in my room and there was 

some sort of clear plastic in front of me and on each side as though I was in 

an enclosure.  I could see Helen standing beside me.  She was wearing a coat 

and the light blue scarf that I had knitted for her.  "You're in the hospital, 
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mama," she said.  "You had another heart attack.  You're in an oxygen tent.  

Don't worry." 

 

I tried to smile at her and reached out my hand.  She took my hand and held 

it for a time as we exchanged affectionate squeezes.  "Wood and Doreen will 

be here soon, mama," she said.  I nodded and must have drifted off to sleep 

again. 

 

The dream came once more.  I could hear the whistle as it pulled into the 

Bowman train station and waited patiently.  Soon I saw her!  It's Linda!  She 

was walking toward me with that beautiful smile, flashing blue eyes and that 

light blue and white dress.  She came closer to me this time.  When she got 

near me she held out her hand.  I opened my eyes and saw the light blue 

color and reached out for her.  She took my hand and squeezed it.  We 

touched!  "Hello, Bess," she said to me.   

 

"Linda!" I said as I held her hand.  I closed my eyes. 

 

Then there was nothing. 
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*     *     *     *   * 

 

Helen was standing by the bed holding mama's hand as Doreen and Wood 

walked into the room.  The doctor came in to visit with us and went over to 

mama's bedside.  He examined her for a moment, held her arm to feel her 

pulse, and put his stethoscope on her chest.  After a few moments he turned 

to us.  "I'm sorry," he said.  "She's gone." 

 

Helen, Doreen and Wood stood by the bedside for awhile looking at the 

peaceful smile on mama's face.  "She looks so peaceful.  So happy," Doreen 

said. 

 

"Yes," said Wood.  "Bess is now at peace." 

 

Doreen nodded and then looked at Helen and said, "Did you talk with her?" 

 

Helen thought for a moment and said, "Yes." 

 

"What did she say," asked Doreen. 
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"I couldn't understand her completely," said Helen.  "She opened her eyes, 

reached out and took my hand.  Then I think she just said 'Linda.'" 

 

They all stood in silence for a few moments looking puzzled. 

 

"Linda?" asked Wood.  "Who's Linda?" 

 

Helen paused for a moment, adjusted her light blue scarf and said, "I don't 

know."   

 

"I don't know anybody named Linda." 

 

THE END 


