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Glenna Lynch

From Chicago Dressmaker to Western Landowner


“We want workers, not idlers. Women who would not rather follow a plow than work all day at a sewing machine will not do.”1
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GLENNA LYNCH TRIED TO BE AS DIRECT AS POSSIBLE WHEN DESCRIBING the type of adventurous women she sought for the development of a ranch near Wendell, Idaho, in 1908. The twenty-year-old Chicago seam-stress had spearheaded the effort to organize a group to leave their factory jobs in the city for a farming venture out West. She had succeeded in enticing Adelaide Jackson, Marie Miller, Laura Hunt, Helen Miller, and Maud Lynch to form the Idaho Guild and contribute parts of their wages to the purchase of 160 acres of land. The women had met through their association with the Artcraft Institute Guild, a “combined school and club for the promotion of practical art and industrial education” for women founded by T. Vernette Morse in 1900 that promised to “meet the diversified demands and conditions of everyday life.”2 Glenna affirmed her commitment to the land-buying enterprise when a Chicago reporter questioned her: “Shall I plow? I most certainly will. I have been long enough slaving away sewing in this city. Any kind of farm work will suit me all right.”3
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By the summer of 1909, the members of the Idaho Guild had made their last installment payment for the land purchase. Their tract was situated in an area supported by the Twin Falls Irrigation Project, which had been developed through the Carey Act, passed by Congress in 1894, which made it possible to transform desertlike land into irrigated farmland. Private companies built infrastructure such as canals, and US citizens at least twenty-one years old, including unmarried women, could apply for a purchase of land. With a one-dollar entry fee and one-half of the purchase price of the land (fifty cents per acre), an adventurous, hard-working individual could acquire 160 acres of land.4 Buyers were required to fulfill certain terms, such as constructing ditches to nearby canals, cultivating and irrigating a portion of the land, building a habitable dwelling, and paying the second half of the purchase price. In addition, they were required to pay for water rights. Glenna was chosen to travel to Idaho to explore the possibilities for the best use of the Idaho Guild’s investment.

As the time for her departure drew near, Glenna expressed her enthusiasm for the project: “Oh, I have been told about the miles and miles of sage brush, with no sign of life except jackrabbits, but I am not afraid of the prospect—nor the jackrabbits either.” She added, “We came to the conclusion a year ago that the irrigated farms of the west offered a field of work for women, and our beliefs have not been shaken. I expect to find out whether it is really practical for women to go west and personally take charge of operations, and, if I find it is—as I am confident I shall—most of us are ready to move.”5 In August 1909, her friends and business partners celebrated her departure with a gathering and gifted her a silver “toilet set,” a mirror, brushes, and other dressing-table paraphernalia for her morning grooming. Their thoughtfulness was greatly appreciated by Glenna, but her practical side rose to the surface when she commented that a “pair of hip boots and brace of magazine revolvers” would have been more useful.6

In the fall, Glenna welcomed Professor Charles Gaylord Morse, a well-known authority on soil and agriculture from the Kansas State Agricultural College, to the guild’s land holding. (He also happened to be the son of Artcraft Institute Guild’s founder, T. Vernette Morse, and Glenna’s future husband.) He had spent the previous year “making a thorough study of soils and conditions” in southern Idaho and stated, “I have personally made a test of soil, farming conditions and water rights that have come under both the government and Carey acts, and can personally vouch that they are the best investment that either the rich or poor man can take up for his own rights.” After two days touring the Idaho Guild’s land, Professor Morse said, “This guild has at the present time 62 acres under cultivation and considering the amount of water that has been furnished these young ladies have to show four stacks of wheat, 6 stacks of oats and 200 sacks of potatoes from three acres of land.”7

Despite Glenna’s assurances that the members of the Idaho Guild were capable of engaging in “practical farming on a large scale,” the Chicago Tribune devoted a half page to the endeavor under the headline “A Husband or a Farm?”8 The newspaper insisted that the women were chiefly
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interested in the “possible husband crop.” According to the paper, whenever Glenna, “breathless and flushed” from “[h]oisting sage on to a wagon with a pitchfork,” stopped for a rest, she came face-to-face with curious male neighbors who were intrigued by her beauty and courage. Glenna, “pretty and dark eyed” while “having a head on her shoulders,” admitted, “I don’t think there is any girl who couldn’t get a dozen husbands out there if she wanted them.” But Glenna, being a practical woman, wasn’t interested. “If a woman marries she loses her land, so I thought I would hang on to my land and take my chance of the husband afterwards. There is no reason why a girl can’t have both if she can only withstand her offers until her claim is completed,” she reportedly told the writer.9

In November 1909, Glenna made a trip back to Chicago to attend the National Farm-Land Congress, where the audience gathered at the Hotel La Salle to listen to speakers talk about dry farming and other new science techniques for farming in areas like southern Idaho, where the guild had purchased their spread. A newspaper reporter from the Chicago Examiner approached Glenna, who was eager to visit with him. “Managing a ranch is perfectly glorious and is the ideal way for the modern, self-reliant young woman to secure health, wealth and happiness. I must confess when I first considered the venture I was fearful. No girl likes to think of associating with Indians and cowboys, but dear me, how surprised I was when I got to Idaho and didn’t see any Indians. People are just as civilized there as we are here,” the paper reported.10

The following spring, Glenna returned to Chicago and taught a class on practical farming to women who spent their workdays as typewriters, potters, and bookkeepers. Having cleared the sage from the Idaho Guild’s ranch, supervised men, and proved up the 160 acres, she was considered an expert. She was very clear in stating her ideas about specific roles for men and women on the ranch: “I don’t think they [women] ought to try to manipulate the plows, the harrows, and the big machinery themselves, but I think they will do well to know how they should be managed and go along with their hired men to see that it is done properly. It is nonsense to say the men will not work well for a woman.” She added, “As for the lighter work, such as hoeing, raking, picking fruits, weeding, feeding the cattle, driving, riding, harnessing, churning, raising chickens, I think it is beneficial to women to do it and sometimes I think they do it better than men. They have so much more patience with detail.”11

Still, the women of the Idaho Guild, who had seen firsthand Glenna at work on their property, compared her to the men who had claims in the area. According to Glenna’s partners, she put the tract “in shape while the men were still ‘puttering’ around over theirs.”12
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