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n a June 1924 letter, written just at the time when
farming conditions on the Montana High Line were im-
proving, Maggie Gorman Davis despaired:

We haven’t any plans. It isn’t any use to plan. We hate
it here. We never know when we will have a total failure
again and be caught with a lot of stock. We were getting
pretty nervous when this rain came.

This letter is one of more than forty written by Maggie
Gorman Davis and her husband Dennis Davis to their fam-
ily in Indiana between 1910 and 1926 from the Davis home-
stead near Carter, Montana.'

In many ways, Dennis and Maggie Davis were represen-
tative of midwestern homesteaders who claimed land in
Montana during the first two decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. Like other Montana homesteaders, they were both
young, only twenty-three and twenty-five when they took
up a claim just as the state’s twentieth-century homestead-
ing boom was beginning.? Both were hardworking, experi-
enced farmers with good educations.” Neither, however, saw
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homesteading as anything but a means of acquiring money
to purchase a farm in Indiana.

The Davis’s letters are those of “leavers”—homestead-
ers who gave up their attempt to farm, and they reflect home-
steaders’ all-too-common experience of unbridled hope
diminished by weather, loneliness, family pressures, and
unending hard work. Statistics enumerate that the major-
ity of homesteaders failed, but rarely have the voices of
leavers been heard other than mitigated through the glow
of memory.* Detailing the day-to-day impact of drought,
windstorms, cold, hail, grasshoppers, and cutworms, the
Davis letters’ immediacy contrasts with the almost formu-
laic memoirs of settlement found in community histories,
where writers balance bad times with good times and good
friends soften hardships.®

Leavers have been considered victims or dupes enticed
by railroad propaganda, speculators out to make a buck, or
incompetents without experience or knowledge of farming.
And just as K. Ross Toole refuted these characterizations
50, too, does the particular case of Maggie and Dennis Davis.®




Courtesy Jack Castor

When Maggie Gorman Davis stepped off the train in Carter, Montana, in early June 1910,
it must have looked much as it does in this photograph of the town taken two months earlier.
As the crow flies, the Davis homestead was approximately fifteen miles northwest of Carter.

favored oldest child, Maggie was the first

to marry and leave for what was for her an un-

known land filled with promise and uncertainty.

One can well imagine her family’s hunger for news.

Many of her letters—which were rediscovered in 1977

after the death of Mae Gorman Johnson (Maggie’s

younger sister and one of the recipients of the letters)—

contain exchanges about topics common to most fami-

lies: marriages, births, illnesses, fashion, and, of course,
work.

The letters also reveal Maggie and Dennis’s close
and affectionate relationship. In an intriguing letter from
May 1912, Maggie wrote about a woman named Davison
who had had a baby: “Some people out in the country
got us mixed and thought I was the one. I am so glad
that my man thinks so much of me and don’t want me
to raise babies.”” And, in one of his few surviving let-
ters, Dennis Davis wrote in 1910 with evident pride:

1. The letters from the Davises, from which the excerpts in this
article were taken, were transcribed and compiled by Maggie’s niece,
Eva Gorman Finnell, and privately published as The Montana Years
Chouteau County, 1910-1926 (Owensboro, Ky., 1980). A copy can
be found in the Montana Historical Society Library, Helena. It is
impossible to know if the lapses between letters (there is only one
letter for some years and none for others) reflect the absence of cor-
respondence, illegible or lost letters, or editorial decisions.

2. K. Ross Toole noted that youth was homesteaders’ one com-
mon denominator. K. Ross Toole, Twentieth Century Montana: 4
State of Extremes (Norman, 1972), 187.

3. After graduation from high school in Monticello, Indiana, in
1906, Maggie attended Indiana State Normal College for Teachers at
Terre Haute and returned to the Burnettsville area to teach. There is
no record of Dennis’s formal education other than his school atten-
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Maggie is writing to you people but I know she
won’t tell you all so I will tell you myself. . . . She
always told me she couldn’t bake bread or keep
house or set hens and I supposed she could not
but she has been making fine bread and pancakes.
...Idon’t see how I could prove up this claim with-
out her. In fact she puts the life in all of us and
keeps up our courage.

This regard and concern for one another appears
throughout the letters.

Dennis and Maggie married March 26, 1910, in
Burnettsville, Indiana. Eight months earlier, Dennis and
his three brothers—Ray Charles, Arthur Marco “Mark,”
and Albert Eugene—had traveled to Montana. The
brothers each filed for a half section on adjoining land
fifteen miles north of the newly established town of
Carter, two miles north of the Teton River, and they
returned to Indiana in December. Other members of

dance in Cass County, Indiana, but he was an experienced farmer.
The four letters written by Dennis in The Montana Years show that
he was a literate and thoughtful man.

4. Between 1919 and 1925, half of Montana farmers, who farmed
about 20 percent of the state’s land, lost their farms. The Davis’s
neighbor Jack Castor estimated that 80 percent of Carter-area farms
failed. Michael P. Malone, Richard B. Roeder, and William L. Lang,
Montana: A History of Two Centuries (Seattle, 1991), 283; Jack K.
Castor, Carter, Mont. H tead Boomt 1909-1930’s (n.p.,
1991), 6.

5. Seena B. Kohl, “Memories of Homesteading and the Process
of Retrospection,” Oral History Review, 17 (Fall 1989), 25-45. For
a discussion of the use of community history books, see John W.
Bennett and Seena B. Kohl, Settling the Canadian-American West
(Lincoln, 1995), chap. 1.




In contrast to many settlers who
lived in tents or stayed with other
families until their homes could be

built, Maggie arrived to a three

room house constructed by Dennis
(center) and his brothers. At right
Maggie poses at the reins in front
of the Davis home, and below is
her high school portrait

the Davis family, Dennis’s mother Sarah Hitchens
Davis, her daughter Roxanna, and Roxanna’s husband
William Frank Criswell took up homesteads near Den-
nis and Maggie in 1917.% Of all these homesteaders, only
Mark Davis farmed his parcel until retirement.”

The Davis brothers were among the first to file for
homesteads in northern Montana under the provisions
of the 1909 Enlarged Homestead Act, which increased
the size of claims from 160 acres to 320 acres. In 1912
Congress I).I\\(‘ll the Three-Year Homestead Act al-
lowing homesteaders to prove up in three years instead
of five and to live off the claim for five months of the
year. These measures and railroad promotional cam-
paigns advertising the fertility of the northern plains
and the success of dry-farming techniques brought a
rush of land seekers to the state. In December 1910 the

Great Falls Leader remarked on the rapidity of settle-

6. Toole, Twentieth Century Montana, 27-30

7. Apparently Maggie and Dennis believed in some form of fam-
ily planning. There is ample evidence in the letters that Maggie and
Dennis (‘n|n\(-d lu‘lny, with children, and some of their reluctance to
have children of their own perhaps stemmed from mixed messages
from the family. In September 1917 Maggie’s brother Ted wrote, “1
guess they had not intended for me to read it, but Mama accidently
mentioned you, and papa said something about the prospective visit
of the stork, and so | had to know all, then. . . . As to your mention
of the Stork, I can not say that I am overjoyed over it for I thot [sic]
that you would be the one in the Gorman family to refrain from such
occupation but then thats your business.” We do not know if Maggie
returned to Burnettsville at the end of November 1917 to recuperate

after a miscarniage or if she miscarried in Indiana.

ment, noting that in the Great Falls land office
“Since January 1, 1908, there have been over
22,000 filings or a rate of 7,000 per year,
whereas eight filings in a day would be con-
sidered a land rush in most Land offices.”™

Eager to begin farming, Dennis and his
brothers returned to Montana shortly after
the wedding, and Maggie followed in June 1910. The
heedless optimism that characterized the initial period
of Montana’s twentieth-century homesteading was in
the air. New settlers came with great hopes recalled

Agnes Diefenbaugh:

After a trip through the Eastern states in the fall of
1909, my dad and mother, Mr. and Mrs. L. M.
Fishbaugh, decided to see what the West was like.
They liked what they saw, came home full of ideas
for young folks in the West; all that land just for
the taking, raise wheat and live like kings, no

thought of rainfall, weather or distance.’

Dennis and Maggie Davis shared that sense of limit-
less opportunity.

Maggie’s first letter home on June 4, 1910, recounted
her train trip from Indiana to Chicago, then along the

Mississippi River and across the northern plains. She

8. Family or kin group settlement enabled sharing of resources
and was an important feature of homestead settlement. Bennett and
Kohl, Settling the Canadian-American West, 242,

9. Ray Davis left for Washington in 1921, and four years later
Albert Davis moved to California and later Washington. Roxanna
Davis Criswell and Frank Criswell remained in Montana, first rent-
ing their land then selling it to a neighbor who continues to farm it
today. Mark Davis farmed his 320 acres until he retired. It is unclear
why he stayed; perhaps as a bachelor he was content with a minimal
standard of living or perhaps he saw no other place to go. The Davis
family had sold their Indiana farm when they moved west.

10. Great Falls (Mont.)Leader, December 14, 1910. For a synop-
sis of the homesteading boom, see Malone, Roeder, and Lang, Mon
tana, 281-83, 280-85.

11. Agnes Diefenbaugh reminiscence, in Paths of the Past on Teton
Bench, comp. Ruby Allen Craig (Great Falls, Mont., [1956?]), 1.




In her letters Maggic
described domestic
chores, including raising
chickens and sewing. At
right, with scissors,
pattern, and fabric at
hand, she paused long
enough to have her
picture made inside her

Montana home

arrived in Havre and
stayed overnight be-
fore departing for
Carter. The letter de-
scribed the fellow homesteaders she met on the train,
the help of the conductor, food eaten, and her views
about Chicago. Omitted was any indication of her feel-
ings about leaving, any apprehension or excitement
about homesteading, or, other than not sleeping, how

she withstood the trip. Unlike many retrospective ac-

counts that emphasize the space and the open miles of

grass, Maggie wrote one brief comment about the land-
scape, the same landscape in which she would live for

the next fifteen years:

Of all the land I saw I liked the land of N. Dak. and
East Mont. least of all. It is just hills and hollows
and sage brushes. Through Montana the railroad
goes between two ranges of foot hills. Someplaces
the hills are far enough apart for a good many farms.
Some few of the houses were the cheapest looking
shacks that could be built, a few were box cars,
about one third were good frame houses but the

most of them were made of logs, good ones, too.

12. Eva Gorman Finnell, introduction to The Montana Years
Chouteau County, 1.

13. See, for example, Clyde Sullivan reminiscence, in Craig, comp.,
Paths of the Past, 50; and Fred Iddings reminiscence, in Pleasant
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In contrast with many settlers who lived in
tents or stayed with another family until some
sort of dwelling could be built, Maggie arrived
to a three-room house constructed by Dennis
and his brothers. Her first letter from the home-
stead began, “Well I have lived in Montana al-

most a week and like it fine.” Dennis had met
her in Carter, and after a two-hour ride, they
arrived at the homestead, where Ray and
Albert Davis were making dinner.

They had just got the house finished and
moved in the day before. I guess they
hustled some to get fixed up before I got

there . You would never have thought

by the way things were straightened up that
boys had done it. They had the pictures
hung and the clock up and nails for every-
thing in the kitchen and everything in its
place too.

Maggie’s letter nine days later was filled
with questions about family events and de-
scribed their activities in Montana. Both
Albert and Dennis were working for wages,
Albert for a rancher and Dennis hauling coal
for a steam-plow outfit. She loaned a neigh-
bor eggs for his hens to set with an agree-
ment to share the hatchlings. She also gave
an account of the surrounding countryside:

There are houses all around us. Coming in
from the river one night I counted over
forty. .. . I think that story we read was a
pretty true picture of Montana life. The boys say
that all the people they have met who are coming
in are nice but the people who already lived here
are the ones to look out for. There are several big
ranchmen near here. Some are friendly and some
of them went to Fort Benton and tried to get the
merchants to promise not to sell to the dryland farm-
ers as they call them.

Judging from her letters, neighbors’ visits were rare,
and Maggie seldom commented on other homestead-
ers. Without exception, she did not name neighbors
unless they were already known by her family. In Oc-
tober she wrote that she planned to “exchange books

with a girl this winter,” and she told of joining Dennis
in hauling water from the Teton River and visiting with
a man’s wife while Dennis conducted some business a

few days after Dennis’s twenty-sixth birthday.

Valley Home Demonstration Club, comp., Footprints through the
Valley (Fort Benton, Mont., 1956), 11.

14. See Mrs. Thurlow Brown reminiscence, in Craig, comp., Paths
of the Past, 4.
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What can one make about the absence of names?
Perhaps Maggie felt that there was no reason to name
people her family would not know, but from the tone
of her letters it seems more likely that she did not see
neighbors as an integral part of her life. Her social net-
work remained in Indiana. About two months after her
arrival, Maggie wrote to one of her sisters: “We don’t
have lots of company but we have some. The women
met with their sewing every Thursday. But I don’t like
to go. Dennis made me go once.” Although she never
explained her dislike, Maggie, according to family ac-
counts, was never interested in or skilled at sewing or
cooking.!? Nevertheless, her behavior was a far cry from
that of other homesteaders, who in reminiscences and
local history books commonly placed great importance
on the camaraderie and social support of neighbors.'

In fact, Maggie’s letters reflected little interest in so-
cial life and community activities. With the exception
of family friends and relatives, her relationships were
always in the context of accessing scarce resources, for
example, her July 11, 1911, account of berry picking:

I put up 29 quarts, all the empty cans I had and
about 20 glasses of jelly. .. . I was berrying five
times. Dennis and I went once last Sunday a week
and I got so many I got a girl to go with me. We
walked once but the next day we rode Prince and
Frank. .. . Last Sunday Dennis and Albert both
went with me and Monday morning early two
women came and we both went with them. There
are so many rattlesnakes it isn’t very safe for a
woman to go alone.

like her parents to visit, she added: “I like it a lot bet-
ter than last summer. I don’t like some of the people
and some of their ways. But there are some very good
people.”

Festivities on the homestead frontier, for the most
part, consisted of visiting, dancing, card playing, base-
ball games, and picnicking. None of these called for
spending money and all included the entire family. “We
had lots of good times, socially, and otherwise,” one
homesteader remembered. “About every Saturday
night, we would go to some ones house and they would
move most of the furniture out, and we would dance
and eat till daylight.”'*

Dancing for Maggie and Dennis was precluded by
their affiliation with the Christian Church. Dennis had
been raised as a Baptist, and although he did not dance,
he did play cards. Maggie was raised in the Christian
Church in Burnettsville, which her parents had helped
found. At the time, both religious groups proscribed
dancing, drinking alcohol, and card playing. In Feb-
ruary 1911 Dennis wrote about going to a “neighbor-
hood party, (or dance rather)” where his new pair of
shoes bruised his foot. He added that he did not think
they would attend any more of these. This small note
must have created some consternation back in Indiana,
since the Gormans adamantly opposed dancing.
Maggie’s letter less than a month later made it clear
that they did not dance.

Dennis had on a new pair [of shoes] that he had
just put on and had walked several miles and it was

In the same letter, she wrote that “a
woman” had given her a dress pat- day.
tern and that she spent two after-
noons and walked two miles to use

I got my house cleaned a week ago yesterday.
We had to move in twice before we were ready because it rained,

We cleaned it all one

I didn't try to have flowers out of doors because of the chickens
but have some in cans,

Here is how my house looks,
1 bed

a sewing machine. Much of this long
letter (which included a diagram of
her house and placement of furni-
ture) was a response to events in In-
diana. After writing that she would

2 trunk

lower one for clothes,

L cabinet

5 stove

6 table

7 cot

8 book case

9 table with flowers
10 stand

11 diploma

12 oval picture

13 fruit picture

14 shelf clock
15 big picture

3 two shelves and books under the

Maggie described the interior of the
Davis house to her parents in a letter
dated July 11, 1911, reproduced at
right from the typescript published
by her niece Eva Gorman Finnell in
The Montana Years Chouteau County
(1980). Eva was the daughter of
Maggie’s brother Ted.

16 shelf with fancy cup mugs etc,

That isn't very good but its our home anyway. Dennis writes a letter all
right but always forgets to sign his name. I told him if he didn't I
wouldn't get up at 4 oclock so he signed it Dad and I have to explain,

I always like the name of Dad and as papa wouldn't hear to it I had to
do next best and call my man that. He calls me "Ma",

Well I must close and
go to bed
Write soon

Maggie,
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