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To my sons, Peter and Stephen


And in loving memory of my husband, Joseph M. Scoblic,
and my parents, Myrtle and Roy Hoffbeck




The past is never dead. It’s not even past.
—William Faulkner





MAP OF SOUTH DAKOTA
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Roy Hoffbeck met Myrtle Chaussee in Brookings, South Dakota. They were married in Pierre, traveled to the Black Hills for their honeymoon, and immediately moved to a farm south of Big Stone City.





MAP OF THE FARM
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Northeast South Dakota Glacial Lakes Watershed
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The South Dakota portion of the Upper Minnesota River Basin includes three river systems, one of which is the Whetstone River, which flows through our farm. Photo © Dennis Skadsen.





I. PORTRAIT OF A FARM
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A FAMILY PHOTOGRAPH
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There is no photograph of all of us together.


There is one of Helen, Patt, John, and Bill, one of those old photographs that make black and gray richer and more real than any modern photograph. The girls are standing. Their hair is in curls, their dresses tied with beautiful, plump bows. The boys are seated in front, wearing white shirts, their feet placed carefully. Helen is looking at the camera cautiously. Patt, not smiling, seems to be daring the camera to tell us who she really is. John and Bill wait obediently for the ordeal to be over.


There is no photograph of Bob and me with the others. None was ever taken. Someone told me that my grandfather had arranged and paid for the portrait of the four oldest children. Had he grown uninterested by the time Bob and I, numbers six and seven, came along? I wish there were such a photograph of all of us, not just the children, but of the adults as well—one taken, perhaps, when we were all still at home. Before Helen had left for the Twin Cities. Before Patt had begun her frantic attempt to work her way through college in three years, trying to jump-start life.


What time would I pick for such a photo? What day?


Perhaps my First Communion day—that would have been in late May 1945, when I was about to turn seven. If you ever come to these gently rolling hills in northeastern South Dakota with the farmlands nestled near two clear lakes, decorated with the twisting of the Whetstone River, late May would be the time to make the trip. After a very long, very cold winter, spring erupts in a few days. The aromas of damp earth compete and mingle with the scents of lilac, apple, and peony blossoms. In the evening after a rain, if you breathe deeply, you’ll become light-headed, maybe even intoxicated. Such is the sweetness of the night air.


The place for the photograph? The dining room in our farmhouse. Not a large room, and on this day, the day the photograph was not taken, almost all table. Bob and I would have stretched the table, splitting it in its middle, so we could add all the extra leaves, lining the little pegs up with the little holes, fitting them together just so, a gigantic jigsaw puzzle. Then we would have placed the protective pads on top, making sure the green felt was down, resting next to the gleaming walnut. When Bob and I finished, Mother would have dressed the table with her largest white damask linen cloth.


My grandfather Bert, the last of my grandparents and the only one I really knew, would be there, speaking with a heavy Danish accent. He died when I was thirteen, and for years I could still hear his voice in my head. When I couldn’t hear it anymore, I knew I had truly lost him. My dear Aunt Marian would be there, too. She made the long drive from Pierre for every important family occasion—sometimes with a blizzard hard at the bumper of her trusty 1939 Studebaker.


So, let the photographer pull back with his camera now.


There at the head of the table is my father. To his left are John, the oldest son, then Bill and Bob. Aunt Marian is next. At the other end, opposite my father, is my grandfather. On the other side, at the corner nearest the kitchen, is my mother, looking as though she’s ready to spring up, having forgotten something in the refrigerator, perhaps the long relish dish, divided in three parts, with its array of her tempting homemade pickles: sliced chartreuse bread-and-butters with a few celery seeds clinging to them; deep green, sweet chunks; and (even now, as I write this, my mouth waters) her specialty, long, pale green icicles. On my mother’s left are Helen and Patt. There on my father’s right I sit, still wearing my white dress and white stockings, not worried today about the possibility of my father criticizing my eating habits and table manners. Not today, with company.


My shoes are already off. The only thing Mother ever nagged me about was walking around the house without shoes. She had to work and work to get my cotton stockings clean. But I could not stand wearing shoes in the house. In I’d come, off they’d go. And today, my day, I wanted my shoes off more than ever. I wanted to be white, white, white, white! Veil, dress, stockings, shoes. Not white, white, white, brown. Patt’s First Communion shoes were nowhere to be found (there are nine years between us), and Mother said we just could not buy white shoes for only one day or, at the most, one season. So I wore my school shoes. Under the table, no one could see that those shoes were off, my stocking feet curled comfortably around the rungs of my chair.


Okay, this is a good time to take the photograph. I see all of us, suspended. We’re waiting for my father. He is about to ask someone to say grace. My brothers, sisters, and I know who he is pleased with on any particular day, at any particular meal, who is in his good graces, so to speak, by who he chooses. Today I’m sure it will be me. Our heads are not yet bowed. We’re looking at him, waiting for his word. Here we are, all of us together. Waiting.


His voice is low, soft, actually.


“Barbara,” he says. A one-word blessing.


But even my imaginary photo wouldn’t be complete. One of us was already missing on that day. The crib was already gone from its place in the corner.





THE FARM AT THE BOTTOM OF THE HILL
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With a map of the United States, the state lines delineated, I can always point to the exact spot where I grew up. It’s a small place, but it’s very easy to locate.


Many years after moving away, as I watch CNN’s national weather report, my eye automatically tracks to that place on the map. Middle of the United States, one block down from Canada, there’s South Dakota. The state is located pretty much in the center of the North American continent—equidistant between the Atlantic and the Pacific, halfway between the North Pole and the equator. At its northeastern corner, there’s a small quarter-moon curve cut out. At the bottom of that is Big Stone City. If you turn south on a dirt road at the edge of that little town and follow it for a mile, there’s a lone cottonwood tree. Bear right, and you’ve arrived at our farm.


When I moved to Manhattan, no one seemed to know where South Dakota was. They had a vague sense it was located somewhere west of Ohio and east of California. I was an oddity. “I’ve never met anyone from South Dakota before” was a new acquaintance’s usual response.


Even now. Just the other day, as I was working on this manuscript in my favorite coffee shop, a man stopped and asked what I was working on. When the conversation continued, I shouldn’t have been—but was—surprised when he said, “Oh, I’ve never known anyone from South Dakota.”


It was on one of those occasions when I’d again been trying to describe this location to a friend that she said, “It seems to me that you grew up in the middle of nowhere.”


After the movie Dances with Wolves, filmed for the most part in South Dakota, was released in 1990, my colleagues and friends believed they now knew what my home area was like: endless miles of flat prairie with only an occasional tree. If there were time I’d correct them by describing the geographical differences between the area where the movie was filmed, west of the Missouri River, and where I grew up. The river flows down through the middle of the state, dividing it into two distinct districts, geologically and botanically. When Dakota Territory was deemed too large to govern as one entity, officials made a mistake, I’d explain. They should have split it into East Dakota and West Dakota.


The western edge of the massive glacier that covered the north-central portion of what is now the United States during the Pleistocene Age ended midway through the state. The Missouri River was its western edge, and therefore the landscape to the west was not impacted, but the eastern half was transformed. Glacial activity continued. As the final glacier began receding some twenty thousand years ago, a slow process that would take about ten thousand years to complete, the ice mass ground down boulders into rocks, then into till. It leveled off hills and filled in valleys. Present-day rivers occupy channels originally cut by melting glaciers. After eons, decomposing tall grasses growing in the glacial till changed into rich black topsoil—a step vital for my grandfather and our family.


Early French explorers named the Lateral Moraine, an accumulation of the glacial deposits left behind by that later glacier, Coteau des Prairies (Hills of the Prairie). George Catlin, pioneering author and artist, famed for his portraits of Native Americans, wrote in 1835 that the huge embankment “was the noblest of its kind in the world,” and that it offered “the most unbounded and sublime views of—nothing at all—save the blue and boundless ocean of prairies that lie beneath and all around him, vanishing into azure in the distance, without a speck or spot to break their softness.”


We simply called it “the hills.” On a clear day in Big Stone City, it could be seen as a thin blue line.


Elevation rises slowly, deceptively, from our farm 1,200 feet up to Summit, a small town thirty miles west of us in those hills. The water from melting snow and ice from the eastern escapement of the hills flows into spring-fed streams, which make up the headwaters. All of that water drains into our river, the Whetstone.


That northeast corner of the state where I grew up was left with minimal slope and limited drainage. Masses of ice were left buried in some areas, and when the ice melted, marshes, ponds, and lakes were created, including the two lakes, Traverse and Big Stone, the shapes of which give the state that curved indentation on the map. The surface of Big Stone Lake, 966 feet above sea level, is the lowest point of elevation in South Dakota.


The continental divide runs horizontally between the lakes. Of course, this is just an inflection of the earth’s sphere, and, as such, undetectable to the eye. The northern one, Lake Traverse, flows into the Bois de Sioux River, then into the Red River of the North, and eventually on into the Hudson Bay. But drop a piece of wood into the Whetstone River, which feeds into Big Stone Lake and runs just yards (in flood years, only feet) from our house, and, with more luck than our family ever had, it will float down the Minnesota River, then into the Mississippi, and on into the Gulf of Mexico.


Ours was probably the first wood-framed house in the Big Stone City area. It dates to 1873. In that year, there were sod shanties and log cabins in the settlement that was to be our hometown. W. R. Movius, a pioneer who would become the first postmaster and owner of a general supply store in town, laid a foundation, hammered the boards, and raised the roof on the one-room structure.


That building, the origin of our home, became a gathering spot, a place of comfort for pioneer families who met there to pray for endurance, to plan, and to offer solace during difficult times. And those were difficult times. Tragically, that first family lost three young children.


Later, a second building was moved from another location and attached to the existing structure. (The original house would become our dining room, the second, our kitchen.)


Our farm was later owned by the Black family and then by the Sahrs. Those owners remodeled by adding woodwork, a downstairs bedroom, the living room, and a second story. That was the configuration my grandfather purchased in 1913, planning ahead so that his eldest, my father, would be able to walk to the high school in town.


It’s easy to understand why Mr. Movius chose that location to build a house for his family. With no bridges, pioneers situated homes in places that were easy to cross. One perfect location was down a gentle decline south of our house where, with no banks, the water of the river widens and flattens out—ideal for fording from the west bank to the east. It’s the same place where as children we waded across the river to pick gooseberries.


Several miles upstream, another important building, a post office, was built in a spot with similar terrain. The low stone-and-wood structure, with its cubby holes for mail, still stands.


By the time my newly married parents moved in, the farmhouse consisted of a kitchen, dining and living rooms, two bedrooms on the first floor, and three more on the second. There was no central heating (only a wood-and coal-burning stove in the dining room), no running water, no indoor plumbing. The kitchen had a wood-burning stove with an oven and a tank on the side, which we filled with runoff water. We used that water to clean the house and wash our clothes, thus saving precious well water for drinking. When my mother baked, no additional wood was needed to heat the water. We called the efficient receptacle “the reservoir.”


All of the rooms were small; the dining room, the largest, was perhaps twelve by fourteen feet. That room, the living room, and my parents’ bedroom downstairs were wallpapered. The kitchen floor was covered with a flat sheet of linoleum; “rugs” of the same material, with floral borders, were laid on the floors of the living and dining rooms.


When my parents moved to the farm after their honeymoon, the white barn dominated the small area between our woods and the hills. It wasn’t long, but it was high—thirty-five feet to the top of the roof. So, even though its location tamed strong gusts, it creaked on very windy days.


Regardless of the woodland setting, it was a prairie-style barn of two stories, but with one major difference: it was built into the hill so that wagons could be driven up to a door at the north side, making it easy to load grain, feed for the winter months, into the top level. On the west side, a large drop door on that same second floor allowed half a wagonload of hay, encompassed by a sling and lifted and guided on a rail, to be deposited into that open space in one efficient maneuver. During the first years, the wagons would have been horse-drawn; later, tractors replaced the hardworking animals.


My mother and father had been married for two years when my mother’s sisters, Marian and Mabel, who lived in the capital city of Pierre, decided to see this farm their sister described in long letters. When word got out, friends wanted to join them in the adventure. So, on a beautiful weekend in July, six unexpected guests arrived at the farmhouse. There was only my parents’ bed and one single bed in the house, so for the first night the city folk slept in the barn, lying on the haymow floor. Blankets helped cushion their backs just a bit. The next night, my mother insisted that they sleep in the small hotel in town.


Although that story was retold over the years—how the first guests of the new couple had slept in the barn—I grew up unaware that the only remarkable feature of our simple house was a legacy from my parents’ predecessors, the first settlers. It was a panel of stained glass in the living room window, just to the right of the front door. It was placed above a larger portion of clear glass and was defined in rectangles of golden yellows and pale greens with small triangular inserts of deep blue. I’ll never know how those believers came up with enough money to purchase the glass, or where the glass was manufactured, or how it was transported safely. All I have is my imagination: I see the small congregation standing in our living room, heads bowed in a halo of soft color as the morning sun filters through.


The house was painted white, but by the time I was born, that white had become a scarred gray, weathered by years of wind that carried, according to the season, icy snow pellets or bits of dirt that became embedded between and in the boards.


A large unenclosed porch ran the width of the front of the house; its door opened into the living room, adjacent to the stained-glass window. That was the view of the white house that visitors saw when they drove around the bend at the bottom of the hill. Only once do I remember any guest entering or leaving by that entrance. So unusual was the occurrence that the picture is etched in my mind: the late-afternoon sun falling on my mother as she stood by that door, saying goodbye to her cousins who had journeyed from Pierre—a city, after all, a place where they used front doors.


No, everyone—family and guests—used the side entrance that opened into the kitchen. Even traveling salesmen did not hesitate before knocking at the right door. Months would pass, and our front door would be used only once a day.


Year in, year out, my father turned on the radio at ten o’clock each evening to hear the news. Through all those years, after he listened to sonorous voices announcing the collapse of the banks and the economy, Germany marching into his father’s homeland, Denmark; the battles of the Pacific, where the neighbor boys fought and died; Korea and Vietnam; the launching of Sputnik and man’s first flight into space; Kennedy’s assassination, he would turn off the radio, open the front door, and step out onto the front porch to check on his most important concern: the weather. Each night, he would look up at our patch of sky, hemmed by the faint outline of hills and trees, and predict what the sky would offer him the next day.


A few miles from us, neighbors’ fields stretched out flat. Section lines divided the county into square miles. Originally, these roads were set on the diagonal, but by the time my father was a boy they had been changed to a square grid pattern. Most fields were a quarter of a section and were interrupted only by barbed-wire fences and an occasional swamp, and, in warm months, rivulets of spring water. But our land was broken up by the twists and turns of the river, so that the South Forty—not large, as its name suggests—was our biggest field. Our other fields were carved from small pieces of flatland situated between woods and hilly prairie and the river. Those irregular fields, the river, and the woods were our livelihood and were precious to us, in part because of the variety of botanical offerings they provided.


I find it remarkable that in the late 1880s, a time when, in some parts of the state, mail was still being delivered by stagecoach and wagons, there was a functioning legislature and a court system.


Laws and record keeping were somewhat flexible then. In 1879, Big Stone City was named the county seat by Grant County’s board of commissioners. However, in 1881, when the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul Railway was extended west, a new town named Milbank was established. The founder of that new town pledged money to build a courthouse. Which town held the rights?


A county election was held to settle the issue. But Milbank fell just short of the required two-thirds vote and challenged the outcome. The matter was sent to the court.


While the judge was trying to make a determination, Milbank civic leaders decided to take matters into their hands and seize the records from the repository in Big Stone. But these residents had been tipped off—and they were ready. Farmers arrived with pitchforks and guns. Some texts report that Indians (the word everyone used at that time) with powder-and-ball muskets from the nearby Sisseton Wahpeton reservation joined the fray. That story gains some validity when one learns that a portion of Grant County had been under the jurisdiction of the reservation. In addition, the Indians had strong ties to Inkpa City (which had been one of three small settlements incorporated into Big Stone City).


Together the Big Stone loyalists held off the invaders, all to no avail. Two years later, after more legal complications, the judge, armed only with a pen, declared Milbank the seat of Grant County. It remains so to this day.


When I was young, decades after that raid, old-timers in Big Stone still clung to their resentment. They recognized that they’d lost the economic value that being the site of the county courthouse would have brought them. In 2010, Milbank had 3,300 residents, Big Stone City, 460.


Growing up, I just accepted the fact that Indians had lived not long ago on this land. My father and brothers found several rock war clubs and a grinding stone on our property. My mother used them to outline the small flower garden at the side of the house. We never found any arrowheads, but our neighbors had unearthed several when they plowed their fields.


My father enjoyed telling the story, which he’d heard from contemporaries of that time, of how the Indians used their familiarity and knowledge of our land to their advantage. In those early homesteading years, local settlers were perhaps more frustrated by than fearful of local tribes, who sneaked into farmsteads at night to steal chickens but never harmed a person. However, when a horse, the essence of the farmers’ livelihood, went missing, those men contacted the army at Fort Sisseton, some fifty-five miles north. A small cavalry unit, in full regalia, was dispatched. The troops arrived, located the Indians, and pursued them to the top of our hill, where they dismounted. When the soldiers charged down the hill on foot and tried to follow the Indians into the woods, they became entangled in thick, twisting ropes of grapevines. The Indians, safely beyond the vines, taunted the soldiers as they struggled. By the time the soldiers had worked their way free, the Indians had disappeared.


A thousand years earlier, this region had been inhabited by Native Americans who were mound builders. The first Europeans to explore this region were French fur traders, who encountered Dakota Sioux in the seventeenth. The Sioux and the new settlers maintained friendly relations, trading and enduring mutual hardships for decades. A drawing made in 1823 depicts Indian dwellings on the shore of Big Stone Lake in a spot that I recognize.


Anthropologists consider there to be nine tribes of Dakota Sioux. Those who lived on the shores and on the islands of Big Stone Lake belonged to the Sisseton Wahpeton tribe.


Pipestone was—and still is—sacred to Native American tribes. It is a beautiful muted red color. Because the rock is soft, it’s ideal for carving and was used to make the bowls of peace pipes—not only by the Sioux but by other tribes as well. (The rock club that my father found, and that I now have on my desk, was chiseled, rather than carved, out of a lower grade of pipestone.) That stone runs in a huge vein near the surface of the land, about ninety miles southeast of our farm. Not just the stone, but all of the land where it’s found, is sacred. There was no warring on that ground. Enemy tribes put aside their animosities when they encountered each other there.


We understood why Indians would have chosen this land. In places the woods were still thick with wild vines and bushes, which provided cover. The vines were also a source of grapes. The woods were home to deer, squirrels, raccoons, and a few mountain lions. The fields provided food for prairie chickens, grouse, woodchucks, and gophers. Fish, turtles, and clams were abundant in the river, and mink and beaver lived near and in the banks. A swamp was adjacent to our property. It was home to muskrats, otter, geese, and ducks.


The green of the woods and the meadows attracted songbirds. In the mornings and evenings, notes of mourning doves, blue jays and orioles, robins, swallows, and woodpeckers could be heard. On summer afternoons, the flutelike song of meadowlarks calmed the nerves, and great horned owls hooted as we closed our eyes at the end of a long day.


In some places where the river ran quickly, the ice never froze hard, even in the depth of winter. The Indians would have had a reliable source of water, and, just as the low hills protected our farm buildings, they would have shielded members of the tribe from high winds.


The last Indian uprising in the United States took place in northeastern Minnesota, two hundred miles from our farm. The Battle of Wounded Knee, some 460 miles west, is often given that sorry appellation, but it was at Leech Lake in 1898, in the Battle of Sugar Point, that the Pillager Band of Chippewa Indians fought government troops. This was only two years before my father was born. He grew up listening to stories about that battle.


When I learned that the conditions that instigated that conflict—the despoliation of Native American land and the destruction of burial grounds—were the same ones that native people are still fighting today, I was shocked and dismayed. And with that realization I wasn’t surprised to learn that the probable reason this battle is little known is that seven soldiers were killed, whereas no Native Americans were. Obviously, that news did not make for good publicity at the time and was little noted beyond the immediate area.


The continual presence of those first people on our property seemed real to Bob and me. We often played Indians and tried to move as silently as they did as we walked over twigs and fallen leaves. We never succeeded.


I was in the garden, gathering potatoes, taking my time doing my assigned chore. It was certainly better in the garden than in the house, setting the table for supper. One of my brothers had already dug the plants from the earth. Awkward bunches lay upturned, big and little potatoes held together by their scraggly roots. All I had to do was bang the clumps of roots and knock the potatoes loose. Chunks of hard dirt flew, making miniature dust storms when they landed. Then I picked up the potatoes and tossed them into my pail. Thud. Thud. Thud. The pail began to fill up.


There had been several heavy frosts, and the garden looked terrible. All of the bushy green plants had collapsed. They looked like they were very sick. But I loved the smell of dirt and fallen leaves mixed together. When I stopped banging and thudding and listened carefully, I could hear the river gurgle as the water flowed over and gently slipped between rocks.


A horrible cry came from the north, just over the hill. It had to be Indians! I knew it wouldn’t help to run from them. Perhaps if I were brave, they’d show me mercy. And so, as the cries came closer, I didn’t run, I didn’t look up, but kept my head down and my hands clenched tightly around a potato plant. Only when I heard them passing me by, heading toward our house, did I raise my eyes. And there above, in the pale evening sky, I saw the gray V of Canada geese, my noisy warriors, heading south toward their winter feeding grounds.





IN THE BEGINNING
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Whatever was my mother thinking when she married my father? She had to move from Pierre, in central South Dakota, 250 miles east, to a little farm a mile from a little town. She left her family, who, although not wealthy, possessed quality belongings and an innate graciousness. Her trousseau included sterling silver, fine china from France, and a dining table and buffet that, as of 2018, almost one hundred years later, have a place of honor in a granddaughter’s home.


She must have realized that living in an isolated farmhouse would be difficult. This is a place where temperatures plunge to thirty-five below. Wind-chill calculations weren’t made in those days, but if we factor in high winds, it’s easy to understand how winter killed animals—and people—without a flake of snow falling. But, of course, snow did fall and fall and fall each winter.


The house she was about to move into as a bride had neither central heating nor electricity nor plumbing.


Those facts may have flickered through my mother’s mind, but she never would have been able to imagine the tragedy that awaited her less than a year away.


My siblings and I know that our parents met at South Dakota State College (now South Dakota State University) in Brookings, a town ninety miles south of Big Stone City. My father was an undergraduate working toward a bachelor’s degree while my mother was enrolled in a two-year certificate program to prepare her for work in state government offices. But we were told nothing of how they met nor any specific details of their courtship.


The year after graduating from college, my father, Roy, took a teaching position in the minuscule town of Ree Heights because it was only sixty-some miles from Pierre. That way, the two of them could meet more easily on weekends. My mother, Myrtle, knew he could do much better. He’d graduated at the top of his class. He planned to apply to teach at the Pierre High School in a few years. The salary would be better, and they’d be able to set up their household near Myrtle’s sisters and friends, and she’d keep her job at the State House, which she enjoyed. But because Roy refused to give in to the superintendent’s demands to raise the grade of an underachieving student, his contract was not renewed. Roy had no chance of finding another teaching position for the fall, and marriage plans were already in place, so his father offered his own farm to the newlyweds, and he and my grandmother moved to a smaller property west of town.


My parents married in 1926. My sister Dorothy was born in 1927, and in the next ten years five more babies joined the family. Those years were concurrent with the Great Depression and the Great Drought. In 1939, I became the seventh.


Photographs, novels, and films have highlighted the desperation of the families caught in the dual crises of depression and drought in the central plains and in Texas, but too little has been told of the hardships of those who lived on the northern plains.


Pick one of those years—say, 1937, the tenth year of the drought—and imagine my father coming home exhausted after another ten-hour day working away from the farm. He would have gotten up at 4:30 a.m. in order to milk the cows before he set off to haul gravel with his faithful horses, Nellie and Babe, at the front of his wagon. He would have returned filthy and exhausted, the cows still needing to be milked, but grateful to have earned three dollars through a WPA project. Myrtle, always in the kitchen at that time of day, would have been waiting for him with her gentle smile and a glass of cold water. She listened and sympathized but didn’t tell him about her day, so my father never heard about how exhausted and discouraged she was after caring for Dorothy, ten; Helen, eight; Patt, seven; John, five; and Bob, a new baby. Nor would she have mentioned the terrible pangs of guilt she felt after she’d allowed her parents-in-law to take little Bill.


She’d managed to keep him alive when he had a violent reaction to his smallpox vaccination at six months, and she’d done her best to nurse him during the other times he’d been sick as well. But finally she had to admit to herself—to everyone—that her mother-in-law, who had more time, could do a better job. My father, however, felt relieved, knowing that my mother’s workload would be lightened.


Each of those ten years was similar. Very little rain fell, and the winds blew unrelentingly. I grew up on stories of how my family and their neighbors had managed to endure the 1930s, those dreadful years of drought and depression. For ten long years, the lowest proportions of normal precipitation were observed in five states, one of which was South Dakota. These conditions created the legendary dust storm of May 9, 1934, which made both national and international news.


Even so, it was a shock when I learned many years later that dirt from South Dakota had blown eastward, some 1,400 miles, to New York City.


The powerful wind, blowing west to east, originated in Montana. It swooped down through South Dakota and continued full force all the way to the Atlantic seaboard. In New York City, a sunny day turned so dark that the streetlights had to be turned on for five hours.


The New York Times said it was the greatest dust storm in US history.


My mother told me how the chickens had gone to roost at noon one day because the air was so filled with dirt it appeared to be night. Could that have been that Wednesday in 1934?


Perhaps not. Perhaps it wasn’t the same day; perhaps it was just another one of those endless days when my mother despaired of ever hearing the sound of rain again, of ever having anything free from dust.


Still, these days when I walk the five blocks from my Manhattan apartment to my bit of green, Central Park, I wonder: Is it possible that below the dirt pathway, right beneath my feet, there might be a bit of my childhood farm?





ALWAYS A STRUGGLE


[image: Images]


The Dirty Thirties. That was the expression used when I was growing up. But the cosmos doesn’t function by man-made units of time. The drought continued into the next decade. In 1940, there was so little rain it was almost impossible to measure.


Some years were worse than others. When I asked my father about that time, he easily recalled the differences: “1931 was a bad year. 1932 was a pretty good year, but there were no prices [meaning that demand was low]. There was a poor crop in 1933. In 1934, there was no crop at all.”


It was in that year that he began hauling gravel for the county as part of a WPA project. The supplemental income was essential, because at that time oats brought only six cents a bushel and eggs were sold for a paltry seven cents a dozen. With no hay to feed the cattle, many farmers sold their livestock for fifteen to twenty dollars a head.


One hundred pounds of flour cost only one dollar, but at Christmastime in 1934 my parents didn’t even have that dollar. There wouldn’t be any gifts, of course. There’d been none for a few years. Nor would there be anything but necessities purchased at the grocery store, but how could there be Christmas without my mother’s homemade bread and sweet rolls? And with no pies?


Each time my father did an extra run of hauling gravel, he was paid with a very small check of only a matter of pennies. These hadn’t been deposited. In desperation, my mother shuffled through the odds and ends in the junk drawer of our kitchen cabinet, looking for those minimal checks. When she totaled them up, the sum was just enough to buy a bag of flour.


“In 1935,” my father goes on, “there was enough rain to lift our spirits, but 1936 was the worst year ever because grasshoppers chomped through all our crops. They ate everything, including laundry that was hung out to dry. Mother resorted to drying it in the house.”


The most extreme temperatures in the United States that year were reported in South Dakota: 120 degrees on July 5, 58 degrees below zero on February 17. That summer, the thermometer at our house registered 108 degrees.


My father continues, “In 1937, because of a terrible blizzard in April and rain in May, planting was delayed, so yields were light and spotty. Corn withered because of the high temperatures. And then two of our horses died of sleeping sickness. In 1938, there was no rain to measure. Snow cover helped us a bit in 1939,” he said, as he completed the summary.


When at last rain began to fall again, my father was never able to catch up financially. He worked. We all worked. Working defined who we were. He hadn’t been able to pay his father the agreed-upon rental payments; my grandfather forgave those. My parents’ checking account often had a balance of zero or less. I remember my mother’s embarrassment when she’d look at the mail and find an envelope from the bank with a pink slip showing through its window—a flag to the postman that their account was in arrears again.


When the crops were good, the prices would drop. In an attempt to outwit the markets, some years my father raised Hereford cattle or hogs to be fed and fattened, then sold or butchered. For a few years, my siblings cared for rabbits that eventually found their way to our table.


His small herd of Holsteins was a quiet source of pride. The milk was tested periodically by an official of the state dairy association. One of the perks of that man’s job: an overnight stay, including an enhanced family supper. A guest, after all, was always given the best. I wonder now who lost his bed to that visitor.


The cream, separated from the milk, provided a meager, month-by-month income, but equally important as the money was the skim milk. That and the eggs from our motley crew of chickens helped feed us kids. We were always hungry.


In the fields, still trusting that nature would produce the right conditions—no late-spring frost, the proper amount of rain at the right time (not too little, not too much, and oh please God not hail)—my father rotated the crops. Field corn and sweet corn, soybeans, oats, flax, rye, alfalfa. Year by year, he kept hoping that after the fields had been plowed, raked, planted, weeded, and disced, there would be a decent harvest.


Our river dried up during the Great Drought, the rushing water reduced to a few stagnant holes. But when, after eleven years, rain began to fall again, it revived. When the river had returned to its normal flow, the fish once again began swimming upstream from Big Stone Lake to spawn in water near our house. My brothers speared large carp in the shallows. When I was seven, I tried to manage the long pole with its barbed metal point, but I had neither the coordination nor the strength to hit one of the slithering fish.
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“A modern classic.”

Sidney Offit, author of Memoir of the Bookie’s Son
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