

















21 and no longer at home. George, now 19, may also
have been gone. That still left Henry, 15; Willie, 10;
Lucy, 8: and Francis, 3. In 1885 George Carpenter’s
invalid sister arrived with her two children, adding to
Mary’s workload. For the next several months of that
winter Mary provided nursing care for her sister-in-
law, as well as for Lucy, also sick at that time. Mary’s
response to these added burdens was modest: “so it all
rested on my shoulders. But they are broad, and have
not failed me vet, tho" I get very tired sometimes.”

Given the heavy physical workload and endless
tasks associated with prairie farm women’s work, it is
easy to sympathize with Mary’s situation. In an era
when hard work was the norm, rather than the excep-
tion, farm women'’s labor did not necessarily translate
into dissatisfaction or unhappiness. Mary’s work both
maintained the household and helped to sustain the
farm as a whole financially. Her careful enumeration
of chores reflects pride in those accomplishments. Mary
Carpenter cared for her family and worked to realize a
better future for them. Moreover, she recognized and
appreciated that she did not work alone. Her children
contributed: “Mamie, Georgie & IHenry have helped
their father plant potatoes, drop corn, &c and they
have our cows to watch.” She sympathized with her
husband’s workload: “He is working very hard, and has
so much on his mind, thinking of so much to be done
before winter by his unaided arm, excepting what the
children and I can do, that it wears on him much.”
Clearly, Mary did not see herself as uniquely oppressed;
everyone was working hard.®

This does not mean she was fully satisfied with her
circumstances. Mary complained about the “leaky ten
foot shanty™ in which she performed much of her
work. She sometimes lashed out against the monotony
of her chores: “Those who live where wood is cheap, &
plentiful, little know the inconveniences that many
prairie settlers have to put up with. I call tending straw
fire one sort of slavery, for someone must stay right by
the stove & feed it constantly. It makes life seem long
sometimes.”’

The family was deeply in debt at this time. As early
as 1882 Mary reported, “If we had had an ordinarily
good crop we could have been entirely out of debt this
last fall. We had 150 acres of wheat, but it did not even
pay expenses.” The next year they considered selling out
and moving farther west to Dakota Territory. Besides
the incentive of a clean start, Mary’s parents were prob-
ably also already there. Instead, for reasons Mary does
not explain, they stayed in Minnesota. Two vears later,
in 1883, there was still no improvement in their eco-
nomic condition, despite the fact that Lyon County as
a whole reported excellent crops. “Our crops did not
turn out so well as we expected this year and there was
so much that had to be put over last year, that must be
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paid this that it made us very short of money, but (as
usual) we live in hopes for another year.”*

With each passing year Mary’s letters reflect an in-
creasing loss of optimism. In 1886 George Carpenter
purchased more land, assuming a heavy mortgage.
Mary was dismal. “George thinks this will be better
than renting. . . . But it all looks to me like hard work
and poor pay. We have been hoping for too many
years.” To make matters worse Mary’s health was fail-
ing. She complained of a “humor” in the groin. Most of
her teeth were gone and they could not afford to buy
dentures. It was at this time that she openly acknowl-
edged her disappointment with life in southwestern
Minnesota.”

After 14 years of farming in Lyon County, Mary
Carpenter fit one historian’s description of
“nineteenth-century Americans [who] believed that
hard work never hurt anyone, and on this score fron-
tiersmen were not prone to self-pity. They only com-
plained after their toil failed to produce a decent liv-
ing.” As late as 1883 the Carpenters still owned only 80
acres of land—not enough, according to Mary. In 1887
she lamented, “If 1 only could have a half way conve-
nient house & wood to burn I fancy T would be a great
deal more contented.” She continued: “we have had no
new calamity befal [sic] us. It is the same old thing debt
& being trammeled on account of it.” The Carpenters’
economic condition was nearly the same as it had been
in 1873. Mary’s pessimism was characteristic of pioneer
farmers who struggled with an unusually harsh set of
economic circumstances. Like many farmers in south-
western Minnesota during this period, the Carpenters
never fully recovered from their debt-ridden early years
of low prices, hailstorms, and grasshoppers.®

Mary’s pessimism apparently resulted in depres-
sion, a symptom of hysteria that is a “socially recog-
nized behavior pattern” among 19th-century women.
In her study of hysteria among women of that time,
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg found that depression com-
monly afflicted those who experienced, among other
calamities, “a death in the family, a miscarriage, some
financial setback.” It is likely, based on Mary’s writings,
that she experienced depression around the time of her
children’s deaths and miscarriages in 1870 and 1874, In
1887 she acknowledged, “T have spells of being ‘very
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blue’ but have not been way down for several years.™

Mary Carpenter died July 9, 1889, at the age of 49.
The cause of death listed in her obituary was “melan-
choly, tending to derangement.” Mary’s mother de-
scribed the sickness as “nervous prostration” just a
month before her daughter died. She attributed Mary’s
illness to overwork brought on by the fact that all the
Carpenter family, including Mamie and her two chil-
dren, were home for Mary to take care of the previous
winter when four of the Carpenter family were sick
with measles. Mary's depression and untimely death

3 Carroll Smith-Rosenberg. “The Hysterical Woman: Sex
Roles and Role Contflict in 19th-Century America” Social
Research 39 (Winter, 1972): 663, 659; Mary to Aunt Martha,
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1850-1900." (Master's thesis. University of Wisconsin-Eau
Claire, 1984}, 57-61.

2 News Messenger of Lyon County, July 12, 1889; Sylvia
Lovell to "My dear Sister,” June 13, 1889.

¥ 11.S., manuscript census schedules, Minnesota, 1900,
Lyon County, Crandview Township, p. 1, roll 773, microfilm
copy in MHS. Both Mamie and Henry moved to Dakota Ter-
ritory. Probably, both Henry and his older brother George
ultimately settled there. Mamie at one point considered mak-
ing a homestead claim on her own. Whether she did or not is
unclear, though Mamie probably lived in Dakota Territory
following her marriage. See Mary to Aunt Martha, July 22,
Dec. 17, 1883, Mar. 31, 1887, Mar. 4, 1888; Mamie to “Dear
Mother,” July 8, 1885. See also Olmsted County Democrat,
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Lyon County, Grandview Township, p. 1, roll 74.

* For fictional and historical representations of this view
of prairie women’s lives, see O. E. Rolvaag, Giants in the
Earth (New York: Harper & Brother, 1927); Hamlin Gar-
land, A Son of the Middle Border (New York: Macmillan
Company, 1917): Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains
(New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1931), 505-506; Everett Dick,
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Northern Plains from the Creation of Kansas & Nebraska to
the Admission of the Dakotas (Lincoln: University of Ne-
braska Press, 1954), 232-243 and “Sunbonnet and Calico:
The Homesteader's Consort,” Nebraska History 10 (Mar.,
1966): 3—13; June Sochen, “Frontier Women: A Model for all
Women?" South Dakota History 7 (Winter, 1971): 35-36;
Christine Stansell, “Women on the Great Plains 1865—1890."
Women's Studies 4 (1976): 87-98.

% See Carol Fairbanks and Sara Brooks Sundberg, Farm
Women on the Prairie Frontier: A Seurcebook for Canada
and the United States (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press,
1983), 38-90: Myres, Westering Women; GClenda Riley,
“Farm Women's Roles in the Agricultural Development of
South Dakota.” Seuth Dakota History 13 (Spring/Summer,
1983): 83—121; Riley, Frontierswomen: The lowa Experience
{Ames: Iowa State University Press, 1981) and The Female
Frontier; Joanna L. Stratton, Pioneer Women: Voices from
the Kansas Frontier (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981).
For a related discussion concerning the study of farm women,
see Mack Faragher, “History From the Inside-Out: Writing
the History of Women in Rural America,” American Quar-
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project a pathetic image of the fate of prairie farm
women. There is no evidence that Mary's fate was typi-
cal. In fact, Smith-Rosenberg makes clear in her study
that while hysteria and its related symptoms affected
19th-century rural and lower-class women, this behav-
ior was by no means peculiar to them. We can only
speculate about the causes of Mary’s death and appar-
ent bouts of depression.”

Little is known of the Carpenter family after the
turn of the century. George Carpenter and the younger
children stayed on the family farm to that time. Even
then, the farm was mortgaged. Time has proven the
value of the Carpenters’ land. for it is productive farm-
land even today. Yet Mary Carpenter left behind a leg-
acy of more than land, We know that at least two of her
children achieved higher education. And Mamie Car-
penter Hurd, their eldest daughter, became a teacher,
moved to the new agricultural frontier of Dakota Terri-
tory, and married a farmer. Whether any other of
Mary’s six surviving children ever farmed on their own
is unclear. But Mamie intended to learn from her pai-
ents’ experience: “I have a strong principale [sic]
against debt . . . I hope we may never let it have a
chance to drag us down as it has you and Pa.™”

Chances are Mamie was able to do so. The critical
first years of her mother’s experience occurred during a
period of extreme hardship in Minnesota agriculture, a
historical context important in an analysis of Mary
Carpenter’s fate. Even so, her letters reveal a farming
experience that is more complex than the simple nega-
tive image of prairie farm women, so often a part of
American pioneer legend.™

Based on Mary Carpenter’s correspondence. it is
not accurate to say that she professed any joy in the
process of pioneering. But neither is it accurate to say
that she was a reluctant, stoic pioneer. Like many 19th-
century womern, she dedicated herself to her family.
Her experience may be understood only when we give
full credit to the respect she herself gave to her roles as
wife and mother. Moreover, in common with other
frontier farmers, she shared certain beliefs that allowed
her to express optimism about pioneering. She believed
that hard work, religious faith, and the ownership of
land were prerequisites for family prosperity. Mary
Carpenter’s experience is not unique in this respect, for
researchers have found similar beliefs and optimism ex-
pressed by pioneer women on other prairie frontiers,
both in the United States and Canada.® The Carpenter
correspondence provides a multidimensional view of
her as an integral part of a female network. In this
regard her letters are a valuable resource for interpret-
ing prairie farm women’s lives.

ALL PICTURES are from MHS manuscripts and audio-vis-
ual libraries.
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