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Dedication

 


To Clara, whose adventurous spirit
helped settle the West (1883-1965),and Melina, whose memory made
the past come alive (1919-2005)

 



Preface

 


In 1913, Clara Augusta Miller, an unmarried woman
from Long Prairie, Minnesota, set out alone to homestead on the
plains of Montana. With a penchant for adventure, she fought
against drought, prairie fire, and poverty before she met another
homesteader chasing his own dreams in the West.

 


Dream Chasers of the
West tells the poignant story of their
struggle for survival on the southern fringe of Glacier National
Park before most Americans knew of its existence. This is the saga
of intermingling lives of settlers destined to leave their impact
on the development of the West, people who experienced despair and
anguish, and whose graves lie largely unmarked and unvisited. It
was a time when men were tough, and their women were
tougher.

B.L. Wettstein

 


Publisher’s Note

 


This is the story of a homestead
family in Montana in the early 1900s. The names, activities, and
opinions of people in the book are derived from family letters,
taped interviews, and personal memories that are impossible to
verify. The author disclaims responsibility for information
published herein. The personal letters have been reproduced exactly
as written, without corrections. The author attempted to credit
those who contributed poetry and photographs, and apologizes to any
who were inadvertently overlooked.
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On a Government
Claim7

 


Written by O.S. Grant, Perkins
County, South Dakota

 


I’ll write a few lines if only I can,

And tell you about my excellent plan.

You’ll find me out here on a western plain,

Starving to death on a government claim.

Hurrah for this country, the land of the free!

Home of the grasshopper, chinchbug and the flea.

Oh, I’ll tell you of it’s joys and sing of it’s
fame,

While starving to death on my government claim.

My Mansion is built of the natural soil,

The walls not erected according to Hoyle.

The roof has no pitch, but is level and plain.

I’ll sure get wet on my government claim.

Oh, I have a good time, I live at my ease,

On canned goods, crackers, old bacon and cheese.

Then come to this country, there’s room for you
all,

Where the winds never cease and the rains never
fall,

Where the sun never sets, but sweetly remains,

’till it burns up the crop on our
government claims.

Oh, how happy I feel on my government claim!

There’s nothing that will make a man hard and
profane.

I’ve nothing to eat and nothing to wear;

The mosquitoes possess both our water and air.

It’s here I am settled and here I must stay;

My money’s all gone and I can’t get away.

There’s nothing to lose and there’s nothing to
gain,

While starving to death on a government claim.

Hurrah for this country where blizzards arise.

Where the sun never sets and the flea never
dies.

Come join in the chorus and sing of the fame,

Of the “Honyock” who’s stuck on a government
claim.

 



Introduction

 


During the mid-nineteenth century,
European emigrants flocked to America searching for a better life.
To accommodate the flood of newcomers and to expand the frontier of
the vast new land, a group of men in the East, elected officials
who believed that a farmer could live well on 160 acres of rich
American soil, wrote the Homestead Act. They established guidelines
allowing adults to secure 160 acres of native land by paying a
minimal filing fee, erecting a 12' x 12' residence, and living on
the property for a period of five years. It encouraged people to
move farther west to develop new farmlands from virgin soil, and
when Abraham Lincoln signed the Homestead Act in
1862,1 land-starved families surged forward by the thousands to
settle areas of Minnesota, Wisconsin, Iowa, the Dakotas, Nebraska,
Oklahoma, and points farther west.

In spite of the honorable
intentions of the Homestead Act, the high plains country of Montana
continued to be sparsely populated; only vast cattle ranches and
open range prevailed. The uninhabited land supported short prairie
grass for grazing, but transient farmers in search of a permanent
place to settle declined free homestead acreage on the arid plains
and continued west to the fertile valleys of Oregon and California.
Early settlers traveled in covered wagons; latecomers used the
rapidly expanding railway system.

In the 1880’s, unlike other
railroad barons of the time, James J. Hill, builder of the Great
Northern Railroad, received no land grants nor government aid to
build his railroads. He raised his own capital and expanded his
rail system across the wastelands of northern Montana and the
northern Rockies.2
If he could get a family settled onto every 160
acres of land, and there were millions of acres available, his
railroad would be their only means of transporting grain out of
northern Montana to markets in the East enabling him to recoup his
investment.

Enlightened to the fact that a farm
of 160 acres in Montana could not support a family, and after
further deliberation about the lack of settlement, the government
passed the Enlarged Homestead Act of 1909.3 It increased the amount of
land to 320 acres per family and encouraged farmers to practice dry
land farming, a technique developed by Prof. Thomas Shaw of the
University of Minnesota. He proposed that half the acreage be
tilled and planted, while the other half should be plowed and lie
fallow to conserve moisture until the following
year.4

Although his advisers considered it
a brash idea, James J. Hill embraced the concept of dry land
farming and became the nation’s greatest promoter of Montana
settlement. He helped colonize the state with inexpensive loans to
perspective homesteaders, his railway provided cheap one-way
transportation for people and their household goods, and he flooded
the country with thousands of posters, advertisements, and
brochures exuding the richness of Montana land.

The early years of the new century conspired with
him. Plenty of rainfall and optimum growing conditions resulted in
record-breaking wheat production. With the potential for becoming
rich, successful settlers encouraged friends and relatives to share
in the bounty, and the dream of James J. Hill ceased to be a mirage
and became reality.

He traveled extensively throughout
the East to promote dry land farming. Exhibits of record wheat
yields and experimental farming techniques accompanied him.
Newspaper coverage dignified his dream of having every available
tract of land under cultivation. Descriptions of endless expanses
of rich farmland stretching to the farthest horizons tantalized
landless folk who put their faith in the truth of the
press.

His representatives traveled abroad
to encourage immigrant settlement on the munificent land. They
promised rich soil and good water supplies; they described mild
winters and adequate precipitation where farmers could grow crops
year around,5
but his representatives neglected to mention
grasshoppers that could reduce bounteous crops to bare dirt in a
matter of minutes or prairie fires that rolled across
drought-stricken flatland fueled by horrendous winds. They avoided
questions about bone-chilling blizzards that blew out of the
Canadian wastelands, loneliness that drove isolated farmers mad,
and droughts that plagued the plains and sucked the life from every
living thing.

Precipitation sometimes exceeded
fifteen or sixteen inches a year, an adequate amount to grow grain,
but in some years it mostly fell in the form of snow while summer
crops withered in high temperatures and low humidity. A year of
good precipitation during the growing season might be followed by
several years of inadequate rainfall when creeks dried up and lakes
disappeared. But the potential homesteaders didn’t question the
enthusiasm of the frontier prophets who propounded the riches
available to those adventurous enough to accept the challenge. They
went on faith.

Realizing that vast tracts of
Montana continued to be uninhabited, the Three Year Homestead Law
of 1912 was passed. It reduced the time needed to “prove up” a
homestead from five years to three years; in addition, it permitted
the settlers to be absent from their land for five months of the
year.6 The land-hungry people didn’t read between the lines. They
didn’t question why the law had changed. They didn’t stop to think
that perhaps they’d need five months to find other employment to
meet their basic needs. It didn’t discourage them, it encouraged
them, and the homestead hopefuls came in waves across the grassy
plains aboard the Great Northern Railroad, otherwise known as the
“High Line” because of its close proximity to the Canadian
border.

During the great onslaught of
homesteaders into Montana in the twentieth century, frustrated
cattlemen watched the settlers plow lush grassland into furrows as
far as the eye could see. Barbed wire fences obstructed their
cattle drives. The stockmen scorned the settlers and their grubby
way of life in their isolated shanties on the plains, but the
latest momentum of western expansion was at hand, and Clara’s
undeterred ambition to own a piece of that land determined her
destiny.

 


 



Part I

 A
Woman Homesteader

 


 


Clara was older than most women
heading to Montana, and she was unmarried, another quality that set
her apart.

 


In late
March of 1913, Clara Augusta Miller boarded the Great Northern
Railroad for her first venture out of central Minnesota away from
familsy and friends. Filled to capacity, the passenger cars
reverberated with the clamor of foreign languages and reeked with
pungent odors of ethnic foods. Small stoves with ill-fitting
stovepipes leaked greasy smoke.1 Dirty diapers, smelly
youngsters, human waste, and stale sweat permeated the interior
where passengers were held prisoner without hope of parole between
stops on their way to the promised land of Montana.

She pushed her way down the crowded aisle to a
vacant seat, removed her coat and hat and stashed them on the
overhead rack along with a basket lunch and small suitcase. Her
three brothers had supervised the loading of her household goods
and now stood on the station platform waiting for the train to pull
out. Each of them worried about her foolhardy plan to file on a
homestead alone, but with no visible display of emotion, they
watched the train pull away except for her youngest brother,
Charley, who at the last minute, ran alongside her window and waved
farewell.

As the steel wheels clattered along
the High Line on its way toward free Montana land, lengthening
shadows concealed familiar landmarks as Clara studied her
reflection in the window, a determined woman searching for
independence. Tendrils of reddish blond hair framed her face,
excitement heightened the color in her high cheekbones while fine
lines around clear, blue eyes gave testimony to years of exposure
to the sun. The weeks of preparation for her departure had been
exhausting, but now she settled back to experience her first taste
of freedom as the train lurched its way into the mystique of the
West.

Most of the passengers were like
Clara, children of earlier settlers now seeking their own fortunes.
Others were filled with greed or had fraudulent enterprises in
mind, but for the most part, her traveling companions were
courageous, ambitious people who desired independence and a better
life for their children as they left loved ones behind in their
quest to claim free land in Montana.

For less than $50, a family could
reserve a boxcar for their possessions, while others preferred to
rent “Zulu” cars that also provided sleeping facilities. They took
farm animals and machinery along with furniture, household goods,
fence posts, barbed wire, buggies and wagons. Some brought trees,
shrubs, flowers, and seeds as well as enough lumber and tarpaper to
build a house.2

Clara kept to herself. She cared
for her needs, observed the families around her, and occasionally
offered a helping hand. As she was subjected to the din and stench
of her assigned car twenty-four hours a day for days on end,
melancholy foreboding began to infiltrate the shadows of her mind
as she watched the monotonous plains pass by. Gone were the pasture
lands and wooded, wilderness tracts of Todd County. Gone were the
rich, rolling fields of dark loam along the river bottom, the
earthy perfume of freshly plowed furrows.

Patches of snow, dirty remnants of
a bruising winter, littered the flatlands; occasional herds of
antelope searched for green, telltale signs of spring. Unkempt
shanties of homesteaders lay scattered across the horizon. She
wondered whether her future might be spent in such disarray, but
quickly dismissed such misgivings. In her mind, the wealth of the
land was more important than the buildings. Cousin Wilbert Ruck had
located a half-section with a house for her, a barn would
materialize after a year or two of good crops. Meanwhile, she would
work the land and let its strength take care of her needs. All I
want in life is a piece of land, she thought. The rest will fall
into place.

Interminable hours passed as the
Great Northern made its way across the prairie. Clara reminisced
about her early childhood in Wisconsin and the final move of her
family from southern Minnesota to Todd County in 1897. Her father,
Charles Miller3, located 160 acres of
affordable rich, black land along the banks of the Long Prairie
River a few miles west of the Ruck relatives. He delivered his
family to a log house, a two-story affair on a hillside nestled
beneath a canopy of oak, maple, and box elder trees on the dusty
river road. The immigrant family arrived with five children, a
wagon load of household items, a team of horses, and eight
dollars.

The land provided sustenance during
their first season, and the five children attended the one-room
country school, District 77, adjacent to their property, for three
months in the spring and three months in the fall. Emma, the eldest
child, finished eighth grade and continued her education to become
a teacher, but academics held no interest for Clara. She preferred
to work in the fields where she listened to the slurred whistle of
the meadowlarks, imitated the rollicking songs of the bobolinks as
they hovered and darted across the fields. Sometimes she caught a
glimpse of a badger shuffling along the riverbank; she watched the
muskrats building winter houses in the reeds, red-winged blackbirds
whistling to each other from the tops of cattails where they
bobbled in the breeze. The gentle aroma of freshly mowed meadow
grass intoxicated her with an unexplainable love of the land.
Whimsical fantasies frolicked inside her head as she labored in the
fields; her lively imagination produced capricious tales that she
eagerly shared with the family, for she was a born storyteller but,
except for brother Charley, her humorless audience listened with
bored indifference, considered her a dreamer, a profligate
squanderer of time.

No longer interested in teaching
school, Emma moved to Minneapolis while Clara remained behind and
worked the land with her brothers. But, as Clara approached her
late twenties, she sensed a void in her life; she had nothing to
show for her lost youth. The Ladies Aid Society of the Whiteville
Methodist Church held no interest for her. Her passion for playing
the organ was dying a slow death; she was too exhausted to play.
Even the purchase of a new piano couldn’t sustain her interest in
music. No ardent suitors knocked at the door, and since her aging
parents had retired from the field work, Lou’s overbearing tyranny
became unbearable.

Lou, the oldest of her three
younger brothers, a morose bachelor, viewed his world through cold,
blue eyes obscured by eyelids that hovered at half-mast. An ominous
figure, a man of few words who allowed no room for human error. A
lank and sinewy farmer with large, callused hands. A stillborn
sense of humor. Each morning he handed out work assignments for the
day. He expected Fred, Charley, and Clara to complete their tasks
by an assigned time, and he expected Clara to do the work of a
man.

Strong and tall with muscular arms, sturdy legs and
ankles, she worked from dawn until dark. She swung the scythe
through timothy-covered meadow, gathered it into piles with a wood
rake nearly four feet wide, and pitched it onto the hayrack when
one of the brothers came with the team. During the harvest she
followed the binder and gathered sheaves of grain, stacked them
into shocks like golden teepees. She hoed acres of potatoes, mucked
out the barns, pitched manure on the fields. She helped with the
garden and cared for the chickens. And in the evening before barn
chores, Lou inspected the day’s work to make sure that his
standards were met. Perfectly straight rows of corn graced his
fields. Symmetrically stacked shocks of grain stood amongst the
stubble. He frequently pointed out one neighbor’s careless
handiwork with disgust and commented under his breath, “Just look
at those crooked rows!”

Clara’s spirits faltered under his
domination. She longed to escape, but she’d never known a life away
from the farm. After much soul-searching, she followed Emma’s lead
and moved to Minneapolis, where she sought a different
lifestyle—one that offered more freedom, perhaps even marriage.
Within days of her arrival she accepted a cooking position, but it
was hard work without amenities. Dissatisfied that she had no time
to work in a garden, to plant flowers and vegetables, she opened
the Minneapolis newspaper in search of a new position and perused a
provoking article about free homestead land in Montana.

The Great Northern Railroad now stretched to the
Pacific Ocean, and along the way bountiful acres of rich, grassy
plains waited to be claimed. A colorful poster at the market
displayed the sketch of a house and barn along a country road, a
peaceful, pastoral setting where rolling wheat fields and heavily
laden fruit trees completed the lure of a typical homestead as
depicted by artistic promoters.

Clara’s dreams of independence
flashed before her. She envisioned herself on such a farm. She
might not raise cattle, but she’d keep a Jersey cow for her dairy
needs, and she’d raise flocks of poultry. Clara quickly realized
that James J. Hill and his Great Northern Railroad were offering
her a ticket to freedom. “Gee whiz, with just a few dollars,” she
reasoned, “I could own a piece of land, a lot of land that would be
all mine.”

Exhilarated, already anticipating
the joys of emancipation, she pondered the move and its estimated
cost. By living frugally, she reasoned, she could pay the train
fare, the filing fee, and buy supplies for the first year. After
that, the money from her crops would sustain her. She could be
master of her own fate.

With the rekindling of her
adventurous spirit, Clara collected her wages and gathered her
savings; she returned to the family farm determined to present the
bold plan to her parents and brothers, but her unexpected arrival
made them wary.

Pa and Momma stared aghast at the
brashness of her decision to homestead alone in Montana. Lou and
Fred leaned back on their chairs, crossed their arms, studied her
from beneath half-closed lids. Charley grinned, but sat silent. The
brothers knew about the high wheat yields on the Montana plains;
they had read cousin Wilbert Ruck’s glowing reports of his
homestead at Rudyard. Aware of Clara’s ambition and her talent with
farming, and knowing that she would go whether they gave permission
or not, the brothers proposed that if she’d agree to file on a
homestead at Rudyard where she could be near family, they would
give her a share of the family farm as a grubstake. Clara listened
to their proposition with an open mind. She and Wilbert had been
close childhood friends. She needed the money; it would assure her
independence.

She helped the brothers with chores
and busied herself buying household goods, garden seeds, and hand
tools while waiting for Cousin Wilbert’s response. Visions of vast
wheat fields lulled her to sleep at night, and the contemplation of
raising a munificent garden enhanced by a fleeting glimpse of a
tranquil house and farm buildings rounded out the tableau of
domestic bliss. A chicken coop…yes! She’d raise leghorns, maybe
Plymouth Rocks, and sell eggs to the neighbors. She wrote notes to
herself and made lists; she packed and organized with unrestrained
excitement. Within the week, Wilbert’s letter arrived. He knew of
an available homestead with a house a few miles out of Rudyard, and
he had the horses and machinery to plant her crops.

Impervious to the dangers that awaited her, a woman
with few material possessions but an infinity of dreams, Clara
watched the empty miles of the Montana plains unfold as the Great
Northern rumbled westward. Being a strong woman who loved the smell
of fresh earth and the feel of dirt on her hands, she prepared
herself to accept the challenge of a lifetime.

 


What actually transpired when Clara
announced her intention to go to Montana to file on a homestead?
Did she first discuss it with Emma? Was there a confrontation with
her family or had their patience been exhausted with this daughter,
this sister who once abandoned the family farm and now intended to
leave a position in the city to run off to the
wilderness?

Visualize six adults sitting around
the dining room table in the evening, the tall kerosene lamp, its
burning wick emitting a gentle glow. Pa and Momma huddled together,
the three brothers presenting a solidified front, Clara alone,
steadfast in her decision. A somber audience meticulous in
envisioning the worst scenarios, offering caution, discouraging
risks as they listened to another of her capricious dreams. Perhaps
they offered her a share of the family farm in hope that she’d make
a commitment in life, settle down. Clara’s stories to her children
didn’t reveal detailed circumstances of her departure except for
the fact that the family paid her off and helped her
depart.

 


With frequent stops along the High
Line, the Great Northern left the bleakness of North Dakota behind
and rolled onto the wastelands of northeastern Montana. The crowd
of passengers began to thin as families and their boxcars were
off-loaded at scheduled stops. The north-central towns of Malta and
Havre caused the longest delays, with Havre recording dozens of
homestead entries every day. And the settlers kept coming. There
was land for all, and there was someone eager to help them find
it.

Land locators, specialized
entrepreneurs, loitered around the Montana train depots in
anticipation of making a fast buck when weary families, ignorant
about the frontier, stepped onto the depot platform. With all of
their worldly goods gathered around them, the exhausted newcomers
saw a dingy, one-horse town with wide streets, a general store, a
saloon or two, a bank, a church, a few houses and a school all
huddled in the shadows of towering grain elevators. And beyond
that, the wasted emptiness stretched as far as the eye could see.
Nothing but windswept prairie lay before them. Not a tree, not a
hill offered relief from the vastness of northern Montana. A sudden
hopelessness enveloped their tired bodies and fatigued minds. They
had arrived. Land was free, but how were they going to find a
suitable tract?

At the depots of Malta, Dodson,
Zurich, Chinook, new towns along the High Line, Clara observed the
hectic pandemonium from her window seat as families tried to
organize themselves. Well-dressed men approached each family and
led the husband aside for a private conference. They pointed off
toward the north or the west, they made elaborate gestures, they
laughed, and shook hands, then moved off to greet another
bewildered family.

Unbeknownst to her, Clara was
witness to the feeding frenzy of the local barracudas, men
well-informed about available land. For a fee of $20 to $50, they
loaded the new arrivals, five to ten at a time, into an open wagon
with rough board seats and drove them from site to site until each
newcomer found suitable acreage for his family. When they returned
to town, the land locator helped the husband register his filing
fee and pointed the family entourage in the direction of their new
property.4

Nearly every man who lived in
Montana for a period of time considered himself to be a “land man.”
Most of them were honest men who provided a valuable service, while
others worked the system to their advantage then moved farther
west. They bought relinquished homesteads, added a few
improvements, and resold them for unbelievable profit. Others
showed a desirable piece of property to several parties, then
registered them on different tracts, a bait-and-switch scam of the
lowest kind. Some of the locators specialized in spinsters,
sweet-talking them out of their savings. It was a lucrative
business that paid far better returns than
farming.5

On Thursday afternoon as the Great
Northern dispersed a few families at Rudyard, Clara slipped into
her heavy wool coat, secured her hat, then stepped down from the
train onto the depot platform to claim her menagerie of goods. She
surveyed the treeless, dusty street of a desolate community, an
inhospitable island in a sea of prairie grass. A grain elevator
hovered over the rails at the edge of town; a general store and the
feed store claimed their territory on the main street making it
easy for the men when the womenfolk shopped. The few non-descript
houses at the end of the block looked on with bored tenacity. Small
businesses with dusty windows peered into the deepening twilight as
the wind whipped across the platform and dust devils twirled like
dervishes, howling and whining, disappearing into the distance as
replacements chased behind in an endless game of tag through the
streets before churning out over the prairie.

Exhausted and dirty, Clara admitted
to herself that Rudyard wasn’t the way she’d envisioned it. She had
expected a thriving community of new businesses, expansive streets,
lovely new homes. Wisps of trepidation clouded her optimism as she
met the ugliness of Montana face to face.

A middle-aged man approached, called out. “Hey,
Cousin Clara! Over here!”

She turned with relief. “Oh, Wilbert, I’m so glad to
see you!”

Wilbert, a man of slight stature,
huddled inside his sheepskin jacket, pulled his hat further down
over his forehead against the wind, and approached with a smile. He
enthusiastically pumped her hand. “Welcome to Montana, Clara. It’s
sure gonna be swell to have more family around. It gets pretty
lonesome out here for me and brother Elmer.”

Accustomed to being
self-sufficient, Clara helped lift trunks, boxes, and tools into
the back of the wagon. Cautioned about the price of goods on the
frontier, she had expediently followed Wilbert’s advice and brought
flour, sugar, spices, soap, washtubs, and housekeeping goods. The
prairie wind teased like an impudent child as it pirouetted before
her, tangled the long coat around her ankles and tugged at the
stout buttons. It coaxed tendrils of fine hair from the security of
her hat thrashing them across her face until she secured the
strands with a hairpin. After four years of this incessant
companion on the plains, Wilbert continued to load her freight as
he shouted against its mournful whine, “The train always seems to
be late these days with so many new settlers coming to the West,
but there’s land for all!”

Clara pulled herself into the wagon
and settled next to Wilbert on the springboard seat as he urged the
horses forward and continued to tell her his plan. “It’s getting
pretty dark out now, so we’ll stay at my house this evening, and
then tomorrow I’ll take you out to a nice half-section of land I’ve
located. It’s several miles farther out than my place, but there’s
a soddy already on it. A soddy on the prairie makes a nice little
house. They’re cooler in summer and warmer in winter than a house
made of lumber.” He continued, “Before long it’ll feel just like
home.”

I wonder if that’s true, she
thought as she tucked wisps of hair under her hat. Wilbert headed
the team across the railroad tracks and out of town on a trail
across the prairie, a level, treeless expanse of nothing. She
gathered the collar of her coat to her throat as the chill of an
early spring evening nipped at her cheeks.

Located one mile from town,
Wilbert’s house, similar to the shacks of homesteaders she’d
observed from the train, offered modest accommodations for his
bachelor lifestyle. The black silhouette of a barn could be seen
against the skyline, assorted farm machinery lay off to the west.
Relieved to be with family again after the melee on the train,
Clara accepted his humble hospitality and settled in for the
night.

At dawn, Wilbert hitched the horses
to the wagon and the two of them jolted away from civilization
toward the desolate area of available land. The rising sun shone
brilliantly from horizon to horizon, and the warmth of a spring
morning after a good night’s sleep erased discouraging memories of
her arrival at Rudyard. Clara contemplated the flat terrain of her
surroundings and the wide expanse of blue sky. Farther off toward
the southeast, the gentle slope of the Bears Paw Mountains offered
a pleasant diversion from the prairie.

After a seven mile journey with the
wagon bouncing and hiccupping across the open land on a rutted
trail, Wilbert reined in the team at the edge of a ten-acre field
that had once felt the scratch of a plow. The remaining 310 acres
of the half-section presented an ocean of virgin prairie grass.
Clara stood up in the wagon, shaded her eyes, and studied the
barren, infinite wilderness where the curvature of the earth fell
off on either side. The openness of the plains suddenly appealed to
her. The vastness of the wasteland challenged her intrinsic desire
to vanquish it into billowing, golden fields of wheat as she
climbed down from the wagon to pursue her dream.

A lonely sod house blended into the tawny prairie
background where tangles of lifeless grass protruded above islands
of snow. A few sprigs of green pushed toward sunlight, a
half-hearted promise of spring. “Welcome to your new home, Clara.
Me and Elmer are sure glad you’re here. We know you’re gonna like
it.”

They walked together into the field
where broken earth from past crops was soft and free of rocks. She
picked up a clump of fine-grained soil. With her hands cupped to
protect it from the wind, she held it to her face anticipating an
earthy aroma, but it crumbled between her fingers. “This soil is
odorless,” she said with a frown. “It doesn’t smell at all like our
Minnesota land. And it’s fine and powdery.”

“Don’t let it fool you, Clara. It’s
a fertile loam that’s been deposited over the years. All you need
is a little rain, and you’ll be able to grow anything,” Wilbert
declared as he, too, crumbled clods of soil between his fingers,
watched it trickle to the ground. Clara accepted that there was
much to learn about the land in this wild Montana country, allowed
her dreams to soar.

Wilbert unloaded her provisions
then departed with good intentions to return in a few days. As his
wagon disappeared from view, Clara paused, considered the expansive
grasslands and her unencumbered freedom to wander at will. The
bright sunshine and gentle breeze that ruffled the dead prairie
grass proffered its own kind of beauty, but no other signs of human
habitation appeared on the horizon.

I’m alone, I have no neighbors, she
realized as her eyes swept the treeless landscape. Who will buy my
eggs, she wondered. If Wilbert’s busy, who will help me with the
field work, but his assurance of the fertility of the soil lingered
foremost in her mind, and she ignored the truth that lay before
her.

Once again Clara brushed fine wisps of hair back
from her face and sighed with resignation. She saw that the door
and window of the soddy faced south, the gable ends faced east and
west. It looked snug enough to withstand the wind, but the squares
of turf in the low walls pitched haphazardly from one corner to the
next. Staggered like brickwork, each level of sod lay face down;
straggly roots protruded from the outside walls and fluttered in
the breeze. The end near the door sagged a few inches lower than
the rest of the shelter, and cotton rags filled the void between
the one four-paned window and the sod above. A red hand pump near
the door offered the only relief from the drab surroundings as she
worked the handle in anticipation of fresh water. She rinsed her
hands, dampened her handkerchief in the trickle, freshened her face
with its coolness.

She walked around the back side of
the soddy. Edges of rough boards projected from the roof. She
examined the layers of roofing above the boards, a woven mat of
willow poles, an upper layer of brush, and a layer of grass topped
off with a final layer of sod, grass side up to catch the rain. A
rusty stove pipe tottered above the greening roof at the west end
where arctic winds had buckled it toward the
south.6 Farther west away from the house, a hovel of sod enclosed the
one-hole toilet while a nearby shelter resembled a barn. The
outside looks all right, she thought as she turned to examine the
inside of her soddy.

Heavy hinges held the solid wood
door to a frame on the outer edge of the wall where several layers
of sod lay side by side. Clara stepped onto the dirt floor. No
scrubbing here, she observed with satisfaction. A low, Acme range
claimed its territory at the far end of the room, the nickel trim
concealed beneath layers of dust. A roughly-built table and two oak
chairs absorbed beams of daylight beneath the only window; a cast
iron bed, its springs in contorted disarray, lay adjacent to the
north wall. Rows of shelves covered the space behind the stove;
drops of candle wax on wooden crates bore testimony of earlier
inhabitants who had unsuccessfully pursued their dreams. She
absently scratched at the wax with her thumbnail and contemplated
the former residents. I wonder why they left, she mused.

Shredded debris dropped from above. Strips of muslin
that once stretched tightly below the rough boards of the ceiling
now hung like shrouds capturing bits of dried sod. The bouncing
movement of a mouse making his way across the suspended walkway
brought a frown to her face. “I’ll soon take care of you,” she
murmured as she prepared to settle in.

The early days of April passed
quickly as Clara rose at daybreak and began setting her house in
order. She scrubbed the rough table and chairs until the patina of
the wood grain glowed in the sunlight. She secured the sagging bed
springs together with heavy twine and stuffed an old comforter with
dry grass to use as a mattress. She removed the muslin from the
ceiling and subjected it to the rigors of her washboard, then
stretched it over the prairie grass to bleach in the sun. She swept
the ceiling boards, swept the walls, replaced the muslin. Her heavy
broom polished the earthen floor until it shone like slate; she
then moved her meager belongings into place. Smugly satisfied with
her accomplishments, she plumped up the bed pillows and tied back
the new kitchen curtains, smiled at its cozy ambience.

Each afternoon before dusk, Clara
ambled across the flat land relishing the arrival of spring. She
watched for kits around fox dens and studied abandoned rodent holes
for signs of burrowing owls. The distant cry of killdeers
accompanied her as they searched for nesting sites on the prairie.
She returned to the soddy laden with armloads of dry, dead grass
that she had twisted into fuel knots, and in the twilight, she
wrote lengthy letters to her family describing the happiness she
felt.

Playful breezes of spring, the
couriers of hope, cavorted and tumbled across the prairie
scattering fragrances of awakening life. Clara’s ambition to
prepare the land was overpowering. While waiting for Wilbert to
come with his plow, she spaded the corner of the field nearest the
house for a garden. Turning the soil brought contentment, energized
her as she pushed the spade into the ground with her foot, wriggled
it loose, lifted the root-bound clod into the air, and plopped it
over back into the hole. A few quick chops with the sharp blade cut
and loosened the tangled mass as she repeated the process and
worked her way across the garden plot.

With a heavy four-tined digging
fork she sifted and broke the clods into finer soil, buckets of
which she carried and distributed along the west end of her soddy
to become a raised hotbed for tomato and cabbage seeds. The
softened soil captured the afternoon rays of the sun as it swept
toward the north; the walls of the soddy absorbed and reflected the
heat onto the nursery.

When Wilbert returned with his
horses and plow, Clara’s face glowed with excitement as she proudly
led him to admire the delicate leaves of tomato seedlings spreading
their arms to embrace the warmth of spring. She gave a quick tour
of her new home and offered a cup of tea; he was her first
guest.

They sat at the polished table.
Wilbert removed his broad-brimmed hat matted with sweat, caked with
dust, and tossed it across to the bed. He emptied the teacup into
his saucer, blew across it several times to cool the searing
liquid, then lifted it to his lips with both hands, slurped it with
satisfaction. He admired the neatness of the interior of the soddy
with pots and pans hanging from pegs, a new set of dishes displayed
on the shelves. The freshly blackened Acme range enhanced the
brilliance of its nickel oven door and side brackets; light
reflected and bounced from its handles to the crystal globe of a
kerosene lamp on the shelf where candles once flickered. The
heavily carved frame of the Miller family portrait perched at one
end of an embroidered dresser scarf atop a trunk; a curling wand
with ivory handles, a matching comb and brush, a mirror, and an
array of articles for her toilette lay on display. On the earthen
floor near the bed, the circular pattern of a braided rug
complemented the decor. “You’ve got this place cleaned up. It’s
looking real fine,” Wilbert said appreciatively as he took another
slurp from the saucer.

Enthusiastic about his approval she said, “It’s a
swell place, Wilbert, but now I want to get my filing fee paid so
no one else can claim it.”

Wilbert settled back in the chair with outstretched
legs, crossed his arms and confided, “Well now, Clara, there’s no
hurry about that. Lots of folks live on the land for a year or more
before they get the papers signed. Besides, I know the couple who
built this place, and I’m about the only one who knows they left.
The young wife just couldn’t tolerate the wind and loneliness no
more, so the husband never bothered to file. He just took her back
east to her family. They won’t be back. Let’s just wait
awhile.”

He stood and stretched his arms over his head in
preparation for the task at hand. He reached for his hat. “Now
let’s get out and start to plow that field for you. Since it’s
already been broke once, we should be able to do three or four
acres a day.”

For thousands of years the prairie
grass laid claim to the land, its tangled roots reaching six to
eight feet into the earth searching for moisture; now it stubbornly
fought the sharpened shares of the plow even though it had been
turned once before. Clara held the reins and walked off to the side
of the team while Wilbert steadied the plow, forced his weight upon
each handle, forced the steel shares deep into the soil. The team
pulled and jerked against the resistance, slashed contours that
scarred the natural beauty of the prairie, ripped open furrows that
flopped over, rode piggyback on each other toward the horizon and
back until the ten acres once again lay conquered.

Wilbert advised her to plant flax
the first year, but she had never considered planting anything but
wheat. Her brothers had never planted flax; she was apprehensive
about it herself, but Wilbert assured her that it was the fastest
way for a newcomer to make money, so she shrugged off her
preconceived ideas and went with the advice of experience. Next
year I’ll plant these ten acres in wheat and have Wilbert turn over
another ten acres for flax, she decided as she sent her letters
with him to be mailed in Rudyard, then planted peas and early
garden vegetables as she hoed and caressed the soil, faithfully
tended her hotbed of tomatoes and cabbages until his
return.

After a late spring rain when touches of emerald
graced the wasteland and budding larkspur promised to paint the
prairie, Wilbert returned. Clara stood at the edge of the field
watching the mating ritual of a male sage grouse. His mottled brown
body blended with the prairie grass except for a deep white V at
the base of his throat and a touch of yellow above his eye. With a
ruff of white feathers jutting upward from his breast like a
feather boa, he spread an erect tail of sharply spiked feathers.
Booming sounds erupted from his chest as he pranced, pivoted, and
postured before a drab, uninterested female.

Unimpressed with prairie romance,
Wilbert swung down from the wagon. “It’s time to plant your flax.
I’ll take you into town to buy seed and household supplies, and
I’ll bring you home again. But you know, Clara, it’s eight miles
into town from here. I can’t always take time away from my work to
help you. You’d better think about getting yourself a team of
horses and a wagon.”

Clara watched the frustrated cock scuttle into the
grass, then turned and looked at Wilbert in disbelief. Horses
frightened her. She’d always refused to ride a horse. Her brothers
had wondered how she’d survive on a homestead without horses, but
hoped that nearby neighbors might help her out. But she had no
neighbors. Now she found herself in a dilemma with Wilbert
suggesting that she buy a team of her own.

All the way to Rudyard she mulled
the situation over in her mind, first from one perspective, then
another. Money was not the problem. She had enough money for a team
and wagon, but she feared their awesome power. She was not an
aggressive master, and horses needed to be ruled with a stern
hand.

They bought flax seed and supplies, and collected
their mail before heading over to Wilbert’s place to meet Elmer.
Clara prepared an afternoon lunch while Elmer stroked the fiddle
and Wilbert accompanied him on the guitar, but the time passed too
quickly as she wrestled with the notion of owning a team of horses.
She didn’t know how to harness a horse. Pa and the boys had always
done that job.

Jolting across the prairie back to the soddy Clara
gazed toward the empty horizons and murmured, “Maybe you’re right.
I do need a team of horses and a way to get around. You can’t
always come a-chasing after me, but what would I do with them in
the winter?”

“Well,” he said slowly, “it would
sure make your life a lot more pleasant to be able to come and go
on your own. Eight miles out is a long ways.” He paused. “That
little enclosure out behind your house would be shelter enough for
horses during the summer, but you shouldn’t try to spend a winter
alone on this Montana prairie. Go on back and visit Emma and the
family for the winter. My barn has a couple of extra stalls. I’ll
take care of your team.”

“But Wilbert, I don’t know how to
buy a horse. I don’t know anything about them.” She shuddered at
memories of the farm horses snorting and tossing their heads.
Realizing that the situation was beyond her control, she finally
relinquished her fears to his common sense. “Wilbert, maybe you can
find a good team and a wagon for me. You know a lot of people
around here. If you find a well-behaved, calm team, send them out
to me, and I’ll pay on delivery. Will you do that?” she queried,
hoping all the time that he’d refuse, but her hopes were dashed as
he agreed to see what he could do.

The month of May wore on as Clara scattered flax
seed across the furrows and scratched it in with her rake. She wore
a broad-brimmed hat for protection from the sun, tied it under her
chin to prevent the wind from carrying it away. The skirt of her
dress brushed her ankles and sturdy oxfords supported her weight as
she worked her way up and down the field across the ten acres while
bountiful crops spilled out of her cornucopia of dreams.

She finished planting her garden,
precise rows of potatoes, onions, beans, and greens, then busied
herself manicuring the land around her soddy. Unseen, nocturnal
sounds of the prairie lulled her to sleep at night, a reveille of
bird songs welcomed her at dawn, but one morning soon after her
discussion with Wilbert, the sound of jingling harnesses awakened
her. She cautiously opened the door.

Near the pump, a team of horses hitched to a grain
wagon, a heavy, high-sided vehicle with wood spoke wheels and a
springboard seat, awaited her appearance. A saddle horse trailed
along behind. “You must be Clara,” said the stranger who jumped
down from the wagon seat. “Wilbert told me you was looking for a
team of horses!”

From the doorway Clara surveyed the
shaggy animals. They still sported their winter coats, and they
looked calm enough, but one could never tell. She stepped forward.
She walked around the team and studied them from all sides. She
tentatively patted the black on the rump, stroked the nose of the
roan. She asked questions about the temperament of the beasts but
nothing about their age or condition. The cumbersome wagon looked
clumsy and uncomfortable for the long ride into town. “I was really
hoping for a buggy,” she said.

“Won’t work,” the man confided. “If
you wanna be a farmer, you gotta have heavy equipment to haul your
grain and supplies.”

She remembered that Wilbert had
stated specifically that she needed a team and a wagon, so without
haggling, she agreed to the price.

Realizing that he’d made a good
deal and that this woman knew nothing about horses, the horse
trader replaced his hat and stepped forward to give her a few
instructions. Flashing an impish grin, he darted quickly around the
team from side to side, under their bellies, around their chests,
releasing harnesses, removing bridles and bits, lifting away the
horse collars, slipping on the halters. Within minutes he’d
finished unharnessing the team and stood back.

She shrugged her shoulders in bewilderment, so he
reharnessed them once more as she paid close attention. He started
with the collar and finished with the team once again hitched to
the wagon
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