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The North Dakota homestead of Rachel Bella and Abraham Calof. circa 1905.   
Rachel Bell appears in the center under the handwritten “Mom.” 

Once again, at the threshold of winter, the decision was the same as before; the in-laws 
were to join us for another awful season. This time the overcrowding promised to be even 
more monstrous than in the previous winters. Minnie, now fully recovered, was a sturdy, 



�2

active child. Last year she was an infant and spent the winter mostly in her hammock 
suspended from the ceiling. But now she was full of energy needing space in which to move 
around. This was a serious problem but obviously there was no solution for it. Even in her 
infancy, we could not shield her from the hard facts of pioneer life. Before the winter began, 
though, my mother-in-law became ill with severe rheumatism and she also developed a had 
cough. Her sons decided to take her to Devils Lake for medical attention and to arrange for 
her to spend the winter there.  

Although Abe’s mother had been little help to me in my first confinement, I knew l 
would miss not having an older woman at hand when the time came for the birth of my 
second child.  

We evolved an arrangement for the coming event. lt wasn’t very complicated. After the 
birth, which was assumed to be solely my personal business, Faga would hold the umbilical 
cord while Abe cut it. The plan did not extend beyond this point. A  

I believe that the inadequacy of the planning became more apparent daily to Abe. As my 
time neared his doubts grew and he became increasingly nervous, until one day he abruptly 
announced that he would go to Devils Lake and bring his mother back to take charge.  

lt was now March [1898] , a particularly cruel and treacherous winter month on the 
plains, liable to sudden and violent blizzards. The snow was very high and it was extremely 
cold. He intended to leave the following morning with our two horses pulling the field 
wagon.  

I was very apprehensive about the whole affair. For one thing, l could have the baby any 
time now and the expectation of giving birth all alone in that great wasteland was a frightful 
prospect. (If equal concern was Abe’s safety Many people lost their lives in those terrible 
blizzards, wandering blinded and lost until they froze to death. l pleaded with Abe to 
abandon the scheme but he was determined to go.  

The dependability of the two horses was also questionable. One, Topsie, was deaf and 
because of it very nervous. When approaching him it was advisable to yell loudly and 
continu- ously so as not to surprise him. At best he was always skittish, and at worst hardly 
manageable. When he suspected that someone was near he would pound the ground with his 
hind legs until he heard the sound of a voice. The other horse was a wild, unbroken bronco, 
high-strung and unstable.  

Even emergency can provide opportunity In our circumstances no opportunity was 
overlooked, and so the wagon was loaded with some of the remaining stored hay.  This cargo 
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was expected to bring one dollar and fifty cents. In turn, this money would buy two gallons 
of kerosene, a bag of sugar, a pound of coffee, and a supply of matches, all of which would be 
divided between the three households.  

You may wonder why one or even both of Abe’s brothers did not go in place of my 
husband, thereby permitting him to remain with me so I would not run the danger of being 
alone when the baby came. Much as I wanted to keep my husband by my side, I realized that 
of the three only Abe had the courage and determination to carry it off. The youngest 
brother was too young and untested to undertake such a dangerous trip. Neither was the 
eldest brother qualified since he lacked the sense of purpose necessary to meet such a 
challenge. He would have delayed leaving, and having gone might have turned back.  

The way to Devils Lake, across thirty miles of flat, open prairie, totally lacking in guiding 
landmarks, was a challenge even in fair weather. To attempt it during a raging blizzard was to 
gamble with life itself. It was on such a morning that Abe set forth. Within a minute he was 
lost from sight in the blowing snow. As night fell, the intensity of the storm increased and the 
snow flew so thickly that I could hardly see objects a foot or two outside my window. In the 
following days, I prayed fervently to God for my husband’s safe return. 

On the evening of the fourth day my prayers were answered. As I saw the wagon 
approaching, my joy was boundless and I ran to meet him. God meant for him to stay alive. 
His mother was with him and I wish to say that however much she and I differed in our 
philosophies of life, she earned my admiration for her fortitude in making the trip, 
particularly in view of her poor health. I thanked God for her safe arrival as well as Abe’s. 
The old lady was so weak she could hardly stand and she was driven to Charlie’s place to 
rest. Because of her condition it was decided that she would not attend me until the birth. 
Two and a half days later, in the early morning hours of Thursday I climbed onto my straw-
covered “delivery” table to give birth to my daughter Hannah. The straw was prickly and 
cold, and as I labored I became thoroughly chilled. Abe had by now summoned my mother-
in-law nurse. Seeing how cold I was, she ordered that a lid from the hot stove be placed close 
to me to warm me.   

The first experience my poor baby knew upon entering this world was one of agony 
Leaving her peaceful home in the womb, she was immediately plunged into intense pain and 
suffering. As she emerged, her elbow came in contact with the hot stove lid and she was 
severely burned. She was left lying on the table until the afterbirth came about a half hour 
later. My mother-in-law had a particular concern that the placenta would remain too long in 
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my body and her attention was directed entirely to this matter rather than to the baby. I 
recall straining and blowing into a bottle to hasten the process.  

I believe now that during this entire time the infant was in contact with the hot stove lid. 
By the time we realized that the little one was injured, great damage had been done. The 
poor baby screamed until she had no voice left, only a sound like a mewing kitten. The child 
was wrapped in a cloth and placed near me, but I insisted on examining her to learn the 
cause of her pain and found a large hole burned into her elbow, with the burnt tissue already 
falling away from the area. The baby suffered terribly and she became dwarfed and shrunken 
by the hour. 

 This dreadful happening was only the forerunner of a combination of circumstances 
which in short order was to bring us all to the verge of total disaster. Although the winter 
was drawing to a close, it had been especially long and severe and now we were down to the 
last of our food and fuel. All in all, we were in a desperate way. Added to Hannah’s injury and 
my own debilitated condition, we were now faced with starvation and freezing.  

This was no time to be lying in bed, and the morning of the day following Hannah’s birth 
found me on my feet prepared to deal with our difficulties as best l could. At the same time, 
Abe made ready again to leave for town with another load of hay to be exchanged for wood 
and food, and hopefully some kind of medicine for little Hannah. Having only one wagon, he 
could haul only a pitifully small load, especially of such a low-price crop. Even though the 
three families mutually owned two oxen and we had two horses, we still owned only one 
wagon between us.  

Abe left before dawn hoping to complete the round-trip in two days, but as he reached 
town the dying winter spent its last energy in a great blizzard and he was forced to remain in 
town for almost two days. He had no money at all and was forced to take refuge in a barn. 
He did not return for four days, by which time we were literally starving and freezing. When 
I got out of bed the day after the baby’s birth, my first efforts were directed to gathering fuel 
with which to build a fire. I tried to gather the straw lying loose on the floor, but to my 
surprise I found myself too feeble even for this simple chore. I was much weaker than I was 
after the birth of my first child.  

Leaning on the table for support, I surveyed our gloomy position and had to force down 
a rising tide of panic. The temperature in the shanty must have been close to freezing. My 
mother-in-law lay exhausted from the arduous trip through the blizzard. Little Minnie was 
pale and quiet. She had not eaten at all the previous day. Dominating the nature of the scene 
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was the stench of rotting flesh from the infant’s wound. All in all, we were in a desperate 
way.  

I was finally able to start a fire with the straw still lying on the delivery table and now I 
turned my attention to the preparation of some food.  

We had a cow by now but she was about to calve and gave no milk. You may question why 
we did not slaughter the cow or one of the oxen for food. I don’t believe it ever occurred to 
anyone to kill and eat an animal that had not been ritually slaughtered according to the 
precepts of our religion.  

In the cabin were four sacks of grain seed, two of wheat and two of barley.  These were to 
be used in the spring planting. They were to become our first food crops.  

I ground up some of the wheat seed in the coffee grinder, running it through a number of 
times. It didn’t much resemble wheat. It looked rather like a thick bran. I had to rest a while 
now before going on. I was weak to the point of collapse and my head and insides hurt 
terribly but the hunger of my children and guest, as well as my own, drove me on.  

I kneaded the dough and baked it in the oven, feeding the fire with my diminishing store 
of straw. I roasted some barley seed in the oven hoping to make a hot drink with it. I melted 
snow for this purpose rather than using the well water which was highly alkaline with a 
bitter taste.  

My heart broke each time I looked at my little child, Hannah.  As yet she had had no 
food, and when the bread was ready I turned to her first. l broke a bit of the substitute bread 
into small pieces, poured black so-called coffee over them, and fed this mush to her. Such 
was the first meal for the newborn infant. She had not closed her eyes since her birth. The 
terrible pain she was enduring would not let her sleep.  

At last Abraham arrived. He brought two buckets of coal, twenty-five cents worth of 
sugar, a pound of coffee, and some supposedly pickled herring which upon examination 
turned out to be, horror of horrors, pickled pigs’ feet.  Considering our condition, you may 
draw your own conclusions as to whether Abe or I disclosed the true contents of the 
container which held this particular food. Also included in the bonanza were a pound of 
butter and, best of all, some ointment for Hannah’s arm.  

We were jubilant at our good fortune which seemed even greater considering its timely 
arrival. Indeed we cried with joy Such was the nature of our stark and simple life. Little 
things made the difference between tragedy and happiness in a matter of minutes. Our lives 
were uncomplicated. Our purpose was survival, and through survival the hope that 
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somehow the future would treat us more kindly than had our past. I did not inquire of my 
children born into that kind of world whether they considered their lives good or bad. My 
function was to raise them to a point in time when they could take charge of their own 
destiny.  My role was basic motherhood.  There was no time or resources for anything more.  

As was our custom, we shared the food and even the few pounds of coal three ways.  
l cannot say how much the medicine helped but miraculously Hannahs arm began slowly 

to heal. The mortified flesh continued to fall away for some time, but new tissue formed 
underneath and she improved.  

l think that the children of pioneers came into the world with a certain hardiness of 
nature in preparation for the harsh conditions awaiting them.  

As the weather moderated, Abe took additional loads of hay to town and we improved 
our food supply. Less fuel was needed as the days became warmer.  He realized how close we 
had come to catastrophe and he was determined not to let it happen again if he could help it. 
He even insisted that his older brother Charlie carry a load into town. Abe tried hard to 
make the other men understand that he could not carry such a large measure of 
responsibility in providing for the three families. He warned the others that they must begin 
to contribute more to their own welfare.  

The result of this was that Charlie did carry a load of hay to market, but he shared his 
purchases only with his parents and younger brother. I was not surprised.  

The wilderness is always unpredictable, often unpleasantly so. The coming of spring 
weather found the prairie still covered by a great depth of snow. The rains came heavily one 
night and, with added snow melt, in a few hours the water was as deep inside the house as it 
was outside. I put both children on my lap, covered them with our usual stock of rags, and 
waited for the waters to subside. An umbrella would have been nice, but we did our best 
without.  

Developments during the following summer again gave us added reason to hope that our 
chances of surviving on the land were improved.  Abrahams share of the farmed land now 
was ten acres, a large part of which he had planted in wheat, and we estimated that our yield 
would be about two hundred bushels. We built a barn this summer and we had quite a lot of 
potatoes, which was my personal project, working in the potato patch with my children by 
my side. The cow had calved. Now we were getting milk and butter and these were 
especially welcome.   Our new chicken flock rose to about fifty.  This was our best summer 
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by far. Considering that the weather was as extremely hot as the winter had been cold and 
that there were many hailstorms, we did very well.  

In the fall the inevitable planning began for the following winter. The winters dominated 
our lives. It seemed that all our accomplishments during the warm seasons had to be 
directed to lasting through this one season. Even though this summer justified optimism in 
our view of the future, we were still in a weak position for the coming ordeal of winter.  

Wheat was selling for thirty cents per bushel in town, but we had to retain some for our 
own use and, in addition, a certain amount had to be saved for seed.  

I was able to send some of the eggs and all the butter to town for sale but butter was 
selling for seven cents per pound and eggs for seven cents per dozen. Although the sale of 
these dairy products would add to our financial position, you know that the produce from 
one cow at these prices didn’t bring in much money I would like to have preserved two or 
three pounds of butter for our later use but l had no way of keeping it fresh.  

As the weather became colder, the chickens stopped laying and the cow gave less milk. 
The shadow of the coming experience was already spreading its pall over all of us, humans 
and animals alike.  

Abraham now took most of our best wheat to market. The planning was to buy mainly 
coal and wood with this wheat money. Less needed to be spent for food, we reasoned, 
because we were now growing some of the staples which we had formerly had to buy Abe 
returned with a good load of wood and some coal as well. The wood was green, though, and 
would require some drying.  Close by our homestead was an Indian reservation.  There were 
trees on their land and the Indians now brought us some green wood also. Probably they 
decided that we were going to persevere and now considered us as neighbors. I began a 
program of dividing my oven space between cooking and drying wood.  

About now we had a bad setback. We had noticed that some of our wheat was growing 
poorly As the summer season progressed this wheat began to actually grow smaller. 
Examination revealed that the roots seemed to be torn in two. We couldn’t understand the 
reason for this. Finally Abe took the last of this remaining crop to town and there he learned 
that the wheat was no good. He was told that apparently the gophers were feeding on the 
roots and the wheat was unfit for seed. It was to prove unsuitable for baking as well, and we 
were left with only some oats for baking.  

Well, as you probably have guessed, the talk once again was about the two families 
spending the winter together in our home. It made no difference that I was again pregnant. 
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My in-laws were soon in their familiar winter quarters.  Just imagine how hard it was for my 
two little girls. The baby Hannah, was already beginning to walk and Minnie was an active, 
busy child. 

This winter was also particularly vicious and long-lasting, and before it passed, despite 
our greater supplies, we had used all the wood and were again burning straw toward the end.  

This pregnancy was a hard one for me. I was unable to rest or eat adequately all winter 
with seven people in a small room. Each time the crowding and dirt brought me to the brink 
of desperation, I focused my thoughts on the coming spring when I would again be queen of 
my castle.  

I felt sure that my coming child was going to be a boy.  So strong was the feeling that I 
began to make ready for the anticipated bris (the ceremony of circumcision). I prepared a 
garment for him for this singular ceremony and also a few diapers in honor of his coming. I 
also intended to make dresses for the two girls to wear at their brother’s bris.  

As soon as I was again the mistress of my own home l did my usual double spring 
housecleaning.  After I had whitewashed the walls, I planned out my tailoring project. Shirts 
for the girls were cut from a flour sack and I fashioned dresses for them from an old black 
dress and from Abe’s fancy shirt which he had worn in New York.  It was in green and white 
stripes and added a gay tone to the dresses. Now the girls would be properly dressed for the 
ceremony.  

My expectation proved right, and l gave birth to my first son, Mac, may he live and be 
well.  Bringing a son into the world proved to be an expensive affair.  The cost for the mohel 
(a religious technician who circumcises a male child eight days after birth) alone came to ten 
dollars, of which half was for his train fare to Devils Lake.  The other five dollars represented 
his fee.  

We had no money at all, but we were granted credit for the fee which was to be paid at a 
future, unspecified date. The train fare, however, would have to be paid immediately After 
some difficulty,  Abe was able to ,borrow this amount.  

We now turned our attention to planning the festivities following this wonderful 
ceremony of the Covenant. Of the most important consideration was the menu for the 
celebration dinner. It began on a moderate note. We had some cheese and butter and decided 
to roast two of our chickens as well. Compared to our usual fare, this was a real banquet.  

But now suddenly a wonderful and spontaneous excitement seized us all, old and young 
alike. For years there had been little cause for celebration for any of us, and now it was as 
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though a great yearning to be joyous, to reaffirm that life was worthwhile, was expressed 
through this festival. All the families joined in the planning and with the growing excitement 
came a certain recklessness. 

It was decided that one of the jointly owned oxen should be slaughtered for the 
celebration. During the three years we had all been in North Dakota, none of us had tasted 
meat and everyone agreed that this would be a fine time to butcher an ox.  

The forequarters would be shared by the three families and the hindquarters, considered 
not kosher, would sell for three cents per pound in town. It was agreed that this money was 
to cover the cost of the event.  

What a happy time this was. Abe left to bring back not only the mohiel, but the shochet 
(the authorized slaughterer of animals according to kosher requirements) as well. We awaited 
the coming of these two functionaries with impatience.  

The morning after their arrival, the shochet proceeded to slaughter the ox. Imagine our 
intense disappointment to learn that the animal was found to be traif (not kosher).  It was a 
terrible blow and in some measure affected the spirit of the occasion.  

I had not fully recovered from the rigors of the birth, and after the excitement of the day 
was over I suddenly felt sick and weak. The shochet had been observing me closely, and now 
he approached and in strong terms ordered me to cook and eat the meat of the ox even 
though he, himself, had declared it to traif. I was simply astounded. I could not believe my 
ears, but he carefully explained that according to his interpretation of the Jewish law I was 
obligated to eat the meat because I was sick and needed the nourishment not only for my 
own sake, but as a mother of small children I was morally bound to keep myself as healthy as 
possible so that I could better discharge my maternal duties. 

The shochet instructed me to salt the meat well before cooking it.  To tell you the truth I 
was absolutely delighted to hear his decision, but my joy was not shared by all. Even though 
only I was given the right to eat the meat, it was owned by all the families and each of the 
other two families was invited to take its share. My mother-in-law threw up her hands in 
despair and refused her portion. She believed that the shochet had taken leave of his senses. 
Her beliefs were so rigid she could not afford to compromise. Charlie, my brother-in-law, 
was not one to question my advantage and gladly took his share, but for the first time, at 
least in my memory, his wife, Faga, showed some spirit and informed him that she would not 
allow the meat in her shack. He had to assure her that he would cook the meat for himself 
away from the house.  
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My mother-in-law became increasingly agitated. She insisted that the shochet had betrayed 
his office. As for me, she promised that she would not even drink water in my house which 
would now be considered polluted. What a wonderful bonus. Everything worked out for the 
best, I thought. I had a delicious thought that maybe now she would refuse to move in with 
us next winter, and this proved to be the case. It would be an understatement to say that I 
was pleased.  

I must say that personally the most dependable state of affairs I knew during the many 
years I lived on the prairie was pregnancy and soon I was again carrying my usual load. I was 
determined that this pregnancy and birth would be better than the preceding ones. I was 
determined to carry on cheerfully with my work, but such was not to be. As my pregnancy 
progressed, the weather turned rainy and gray and I became vaguely fearful and despondent. 
As my time approached my depression grew. I prepared my delivery table as usual, spread 
with straw, but this time with a clean cloth on top, while at the same time crying 
uncontrollably I felt certain that this time I would not come out of it alive.  

I went outside to milk the cow and my tears mingled with the falling rain. I was 
overcome with a sense of hopelessness and was unable to finish the milking or even strain the 
milk in the pail. I sent my father-in-law, who was nearby, for my husband, and then I held my 
three little ones close to me and prayed fervently to God to let me live for the sake of my 
children.  

This time Abe, rather than his mother, attended me during both the birth and for the 
next several days. My new son was named Isaac, but in later years was called Jack. It should 
be noted, also, that Mac was named Moses.  

The mohel was again summoned, but Abe did not leave my side. This time I was unable to 
leave the bed the day after giving birth as in the past. It was four days before I could get back 
on my feet. During that time Abe cared for the children and me.  

Now, suddenly Mac fell ill. He became feverish and developed a persistent rash around 
his mouth.  He did not respond to what little medical care I had to offer. I didn’t know what 
ailed hint but I suspected that our diet, which was terribly limited, might be the cause. I  

My good friend, the shochet, was summoned. He was a clever man, more modern than 
most, and I had reason to know him as a good and humane man. He was only a slaughterer of 
animals but I had more faith in his medical advice than I could have in the drunken and brutal 
failures who practiced medicine on the frontiers.  
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The shochet first examined me and ordered me back to bed as I was still weak and ill. He 
decided that Macs fever and rash were the result of having eaten something poisonous.  

The following weeks were very hard. Mac became so ill he couldn’t even swallow water. 
He lay in his crib and cried constantly The new baby too, cried a great deal.  

My own physical and emotional strength returned slowly but there was so much to do 
that necessity became the father of invention. Abe made a rocking chair mounted on runners 
so that I could work sitting down, meanwhile rocking the new baby and Mac. My hands were 
occupied with housework while my feet constantly rocked the children in my arms. I rocked 
without letup, even when I washed clothes. The girls too were dispirited and forlorn, and 
when my chores were finished I put them also on my lap and rocked and rocked while all the 
children cried and I with them.  

They say that time cures all, and after a passage of many weeks my little family and I were 
whole again.  

Despite our increasing hardships and setbacks, we were making slow but steady progress 
in establishing ourselves on the land. In the past we had farmed communally, but now each 
family had its own crops. Although we all joined in the common work of stacking hay 
shocking grain, and engaging in other mutual tasks, we no longer shared the common 
wealth.  The results of our labors belonged only to us.  

Abe was a good manager. He had more grain to sell than the others. I tended the stock 
when he went to town, a trip which now took only two days if weather conditions were 
favorable.  

Many days we worked side by side in the field with the little ones close by. Too, we had 
acquired more land and planned to have even more.   

We now began actively to plan an adequate home and a carpenter was brought out from 
town to instruct Abe how to proceed on his own. As yet, we had so little money that we 
could not afford to hire the carpenter for the actual work.  

Eventually, Abe, without prior experience, built a fine home for us with a full attic which 
became the children’s bedroom and a full cellar as well. But this came to pass at a later date.  

We were moving in the right direction but we had learned well the lessons of the past. 
We knew that sudden and fearful misfortune was ever close on the open prairie. We were 
terribly vulnerable and we never forgot it. Before this year had passed we would have 
another vivid reminder of our frailty  
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This year [1900] we had planted most of the land in wheat. We had great expectations 
that this would be our first real crop. We dreamed that we would be able to build the dream 
house and even have enough money left for a few luxuries. 

The wheat grew well and, at last, was ready for cutting. On a fine clear morning Abe 
checked our boundary lines and made other preparations, for on the following morning we 
were to begin to reap the golden harvest. Our spirits soared. A better life awaited just ahead.  

Dear reader, it was not to be. Before this day born in hope and promise was over, we had 
been sent reeling back into our former desperate state.  

Shortly after the noon meal a dark cloud suddenly boiled up in the northwest sky We 
both knew what such a formation could mean and we watched in fear and trembling as the 
sky became darker and assumed an ominous hue. Then suddenly the hailstorm, the scourge 
of the prairie farmer, was upon us.  It was of such intensity that in a few minutes practically 
all for which we had suffered and labored so long was destroyed.  

The wheat crop was hammered into the ground. The storm water washed away the grain 
which had already been cut and lay on the ground tied in bundles.  Our two horses were 
killed running frantically into the wire which surrounded their pasture. The windows of the 
shack were smashed. Destruction was everywhere. We all, children and parents, huddled 
under the table for protection, but the shack became so filled with water we feared we 
would be carried away  

The storm passed as quickly as it came, and we surveyed the wreckage it had left behind. 
Ruin and desolation lay all about us. No wheat crop, no hay, the horses dead, the shack full of  
water, the windows broken out. The soil itself was torn and warped.  

I suppose this was as good a time and reason as any to give up the long unequal struggle. 
But we had become resilient and tempered by hardships and, surprisingly, our first emotions 
were joy and thankfulness that we had been spared. We knew now that we could win out. We 
had come very close to success this time. Next year might well be the year of fulfillment. I 
looked at my children and was happy that we were still all in one piece.  


