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The e p i g r a p h w h i c h i n t r o d u c e s A Har­
v e s t Y e t t o Reap q u o t e s N e l l i e 
McClung, who vowed t h a t she "would 
w r i t e i t from t h e i r s i d e o f t h e 
f e n c e . " L i k e t h e f o u r a u t h o r s o f t h e 
book, she was i n d i g n a n t t h a t common 
l i v e s r e m a i n e d u n r e c o r d e d , deemed i n ­
s i g n i f i c a n t . Women's e x p e r i e n c e s , 
g a t h e r e d from t h e w r i t i n g s o f the 
e l i t e and n o n - e l i t e who l i v e d them and 
th e men who o b s e r v e d them, a r e l i n k e d 
by Candace Savage's i n t r o d u c t i o n s t o 
each o f t h e volume's seven c h a p t e r s . 
The q u o t a t i o n s from p r i m a r y s o u r c e s 
and t h e r e p r o d u c t i o n s o f ph o t o g r a p h s 
form a h i s t o r y o f w h i t e women i n t h e 
p r a i r i e p r o v i n c e s — " a c o l l e c t i v e h i s ­
t o r y from t h e t a n g l e o f i n d i v i d u a l 
e x p e r i e n c e s - " A H a r v e s t Y e t t o Reap i s 
a l s o a s e a r c h by i t s a u t h o r s f o r c o n ­
temporary women's p l a c e i n a c o n t i n ­
uum. They sought f o r e m o t h e r s , a h i s ­

t o r y o f t h e i r own, i n women whom t h e y 
b e l i e v e d w e r e n o t m e r e l y a s s i s t a n t s o f 
men engaged i n " r e a l l i f e , " t h e y found 
s p i r i t u a l r e s o u r c e s i n t h e d e t a i l s o f 
r u r a l women's l i f e c y c l e s and p e r s o n a l 
e x p e r i e n c e s . E x p e c t i n g q u a i n t n e s s , 
t h e y found h e r o i n e s i n s e e m i n g l y un­
l i k e l y p l a c e s , among t h e p e o p l e who do 
th e work o f t h e w o r l d . 

We began t o r e a l i z e how p o w e r f u l 
o u r image o f t h e p a s t had been i n 
l i m i t i n g o u r sense o f o u r own 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s . There i s s t r e n g t h 
i n t h e knowledge t h a t among o u r 
fo r e m o t h e r s were women who con­
f r o n t e d t h e i r p a i n and f r u s t r a ­
t i o n w i t h s i n c e r i t y and i n t e l l i ­
gence, j u s t as we t r y t o meet o u r 
own. As p r a i r i e women, we a r e 
p a r t o f a t r a d i t i o n , r o o t e d i n 
t h e p a s t . (p.9) 

The f i r s t s e c t i o n , "Moving West," 
d e s c r i b e s t h e h a r s h c o n d i t i o n s under 
w h i c h m i g r a t i n g women had t o work. 
Sought b y men l i k e C l i f f o r d S i f t o n , 
who demanded q u a l i t y i n t h e shape o f 
s t o u t w i v e s w i t h s i x c h i l d r e n , by mar­
r i a g e a g e n c i e s o f f e r i n g a p r o s p e c t 
b e t t e r t h a n " l i v i n g and d y i n g as o l d 
maids," by b a c h e l o r s d e s p e r a t e f o r 
company, f o o d and an e x t r a p a i r o f 
hands, t h e y came. They were d e c e i v e d : 
p r o m i s e d p r o s p e r i t y , t h e p r a i r i e a t e 
them i n s t e a d . Homes were sodden h u t s , 
f a i l u r e s f r e q u e n t , l a r d e r s meager. 
N o n e t h e l e s s , t h i s e v i d e n c e i n d i c a t e s 
t h a t some o f t h e women f e l t t h a t t h e y 
were f u l f i l l i n g a s p e c i a l d e s t i n y , 



"making a home o u t o f b a r r e n v i r g i n 
l a n d " r a t h e r t h a n s p e n d i n g t h e i r 
l i v e s a t " s i l l y p i n k t e a s i n t h e 
c i t i e s . " (p. 32) L i k e t h e i r f o r e -
mother, C a t h e r i n e P a r r T r a i l , t h e y may 
have been d e n y i n g f u r i o u s l y , s a l v a g i n g 
s e l f - e s t e e m ; o r perhaps t h e y had 
t h o r o u g h l y i n t e r n a l i z e d an image o f 
th e m s e l v e s as mothers o f a g r e a t new 
r a c e , s t r o n g e r and b r a v e r t h a n t h o s e 
l e f t b e h i n d . 

The s e c o n d c h a p t e r , " L i f e on t h e 
P r a i r i e , " a l s o demonstrates some 
women's i n t i m a t i o n s t h a t t h e i r l i f e 
had s p e c i a l meaning, t h a t "we were a 
p a r t . . . o f a g r e a t e r purpose o f 
awakening, o f c r e a t i o n , and o f 
growth." (p^ 62) I imag i n e t h a t t h a t 
sense s u s t a i n e d them t h r o u g h t h e p h y s i ­
c a l and p s y c h i c i s o l a t i o n w h i c h i s t h e 
theme o f t h e c h a p t e r b u t I wo u l d sug­
g e s t a l s o t h a t t h e i r sense o f a p r i ­
v a t e m i s s i o n i n h i b i t e d women's under­
s t a n d i n g o f t h e i r s i t u a t i o n s . L o n e l i ­
n e s s , i n t e n s e p h y s i c a l l a b o u r , e x ­
h a u s t i o n , e x c e s s i v e c h i l d b e a r i n g , 
s i c k n e s s , i n s a n i t y and d e a t h — e x p e r i ­
ences s h a r e d a t t i m e s among women— 
were, however, f o r t h e most p a r t ex­
p e r i e n c e d s o l e l y w i t h i n a f a m i l y , n o t 
a communal s t r u c t u r e . As p r a i r i e 
women were i s o l a t e d by d i s t a n c e , l a n ­
guage and custom, t h e i r t r a v a i l s be­
came p r i v a t e and p e r s o n a l , p o s s i b l y 
s h a r e d w i t h husbands o r conveyed t o 
c h i l d r e n . T h e i r a n x i e t i e s and f e a r s 
d i d n o t t r a n s c e n d t h e f a m i l i a l domain 
t o e n t e r the s o c i a l , l e t a l o n e a f e ­
male environment t o c r e a t e an i n c i p i e n t 

f e m i n i s t c o n s c i o u s n e s s . S t r e n g t h and 
m i s e r y were p r i v a t e . The f a r m e r ' s 
w i f e , w i t h whom H a m l i n G a r l a n d and The 
Farmer's A d v o c a t e s y m p a t h i z e d , d e r i v e d 
h e r p s y c h i c i d e n t i t y i n t h e f a r m e r ' s 
r e a l m — t h e i s o l a t e d f a r m — a n d n o t i n 
s o c i e t y , n o t i n a female s o c i a l i d e n ­
t i t y . 

I f s o , I b e l i e v e we must r e c a s t o u r 
scheme f o r u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e o r i g i n s 
o f t h e women's r i g h t s movement on t h e 
p r a i r i e s . Savage s u g g e s t s i n t h e s u c ­
c e e d i n g c h a p t e r , " R e t h i n k i n g t h e R o l e , " 
t h a t t h e p r e s c r i p t i v e l i t e r a t u r e o f t h e 
e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y c a l l e d upon 
women t o be s u b m i s s i v e w i v e s and n u r -
t u r a n t m o t h e r s . Many women a c c e p t e d a 
d e f i n i t i o n o f t h e m s e l v e s as s e l f -
d e n y i n g b u t o t h e r s , she w r i t e s , r e ­
s i s t e d . I n s p i r e d by hews from t h e 
women's movement i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s 
and E n g l a n d , e ncouraged by images o f 
th e "new woman," and f i n a l l y u r g e d t o 
work d u r i n g t h e f i r s t W o r l d War by 
government pro p a g a n d a , p r a i r i e women 
were l a u d e d f o r t h e commanding q u a l i ­
t i e s t h e y once s u p p r e s s e d . Then, 
w i t h t h e s o l d i e r s ' r e t u r n , women, r e ­
minded o f t h e i r b i o l o g i c a l d e s t i n y , 
r e t u r n e d t o t h e u n p a i d l a b o u r o f t h e 
home. Women who once g l i m p s e d t h e i r 
own p o s s i b i l i t i e s , b e i n g s u d d e n l y s h u t 
o f f from them, sought l e g a l and p o l i t i ­
c a l r e d r e s s . However, t h e p r i m a r y 
e v i d e n c e i n t h e c h a p t e r s u g g e s t s a 
d i f f e r e n t s t o r y . The women who des­
c r i b e t h e i r l o n e l i n e s s and l a b o u r seek 
no p o l i t i c a l s o l u t i o n , n o r do most o f 
them a t t e m p t t o a l t e r t h e h i e r a r c h i c 



f a m i l y p a t t e r n . " I am t h a n k f u l I am 
a l l r i g h t a g a i n , now o n l y much t h i n n e r 
t h a n I used t o be b u t none t h e worse 
f o r t h a t , " w r o t e M a r t h a a f t e r a p a r ­
t i c u l a r l y g r u e l i n g y e a r as a d o m e s t i c , 
(p. 102) The e x c e p t i o n i s Mary 
N i c o l a e f f , who i n 1915 d e s c r i b e d h e r 
economic dependence on h e r f i r s t hus­
band, an e d u c a t e d man, and on h e r 
se c o n d , a "wage slave,-" c l e a r l y , she 
had b r o u g h t w i t h h e r R u s s i a n i n t e l l e c ­
t u a l p r e c e p t s , (p. 92) The few un­
i d e n t i f i a b l e n o n - e l i t e women who hoped 
f o r more, l o o k e d t o e d u c a t i o n as t h e 
s o l u t i o n t o a d e s p i c a b l e dependence; 
y e t , e d u c a t o r s and m i n i s t e r s were a d ­
m o n i s h i n g t h e i r l i s t e n e r s t h a t women's 
e d u c a t i o n must s e r v e o n l y t o enhance 
t h e happy home. 

The s o u r c e s i n t h e c h a p t e r a r e drawn 
e n t i r e l y f r o m t h e w r i t i n g s o f p r o f e s ­
s i o n a l women, j o u r n a l i s t s and w r i t e r s , 
o r from UFWA p a m p h l e t s . The e v i d e n c e , 
o r r a t h e r t h e l a c k o f e v i d e n c e , may 
cause us t o q u e s t i o n t h e a u t h o r s ' 
c o n t e n t i o n t h a t women were r e d e f i n i n g 
t h e i r r e a l m . Some may have been. 
Those who encouraged o t h e r s t o con ­
s i d e r p a i d l a b o u r as c o m p a t i b l e w i t h 
t h e i r womanly n a t u r e were women whose 
names we k n o w — M i r i a m Green E l l i s , 
L o u i s e McKinney, F r a n c i s B e y n o n — a n d 
n o t t h e masses o f nameless ones. They 
were t h e m i d d l e - c l a s s women who were 
l a t e r t o become l e a d e r s o f t h e s u f ­
f r a g e movement, who had j o b s t h e y 
c o n s i d e r e d s o c i a l l y u s e f u l , who had 
a l r e a d y worked o u t t h e i r own p s y c h i c 
accommodations and t h e i r arrangements 

w i t h t h e i r men. McKinney h e r s e l f 
w rote t h a t "the average woman i n ­
s t i n c t i v e l y l o v e s home l i f e . " (p.118) 
She seemed s a f e l y t o assume t h a t o n l y 
e x c e p t i o n a l women l i k e h e r s e l f w o u l d 
urge f o r t he e x p a n s i o n o f women's 
sp h e r e . 

The n e x t c h a p t e r , " O r g a n i z i n g f o r Re­
form, " c o n t a i n s t h e same i m b a l a n c e . 
A r t i c u l a t e women l i k e N e l l i e McClung 
w r o t e t h a t f a r m women came t o UFWA 
me e t i n g s ; pamphlets u r g e d r e f o r m o f 
s a n i t a r y measures and encouraged c o ­
o p e r a t i v e b u y i n g . B u t where now a r e 
th e a c c o u n t s by t h e membership? The 
pho t o g r a p h s show m e e t i n g s and se w i n g 
c i r c l e s ; women were m e e t i n g t o g e t h e r . 
But t h e v i s u a l and l i t e r a r y s o u r c e s do 
n o t p r o v e t h a t t h e masses o f women 
were s e e k i n g p o l i t i c a l and economic 
r e d i s t r i b u t i o n . The q u o t a t i o n s drawn 
e n t i r e l y from m i d d l e - c l a s s s o u r c e s 
s u g g e s t r a t h e r t h a t l e a d e r s h i p was 
more s i g n i f i c a n t t h a n mass d i s a f f e c ­
t i o n , i n t e n s e though t h a t may have 
been, i n r e f o r m i n g t h e l e g a l s t a t u s o f 
women. I n C h a p t e r F i v e , "Changing t h e 
Law," t h e e v i d e n c e , drawn m a i n l y from 
l e t t e r s t o newspapers, s u g g e s t s t h a t 
changes i n p r o p e r t y laws engendered 
more e n t h u s i a s m among fa r m w i v e s t h a n 
d i d a g i t a t i o n f o r t h e s u f f r a g e , w h i c h 
f o l l o w s i n t h e n e x t c h a p t e r , "Winning 
the V o t e . " Farm w i v e s may have been 
made aware o f t h e t e n uousness o f t h e i r 
economic p o s i t i o n by t h e u r g i n g s o f 
m i d d l e - c l a s s l e a d e r s h i p , may have seen 
t h a t f a i l i n g t h e good w i l l o f t h e i r 
husbands t h e y were p r e c a r i o u s l y p e r c h -
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ed between farmhouse and po o r h o u s e , 
and may have been a r o u s e d enough by 
a n x i e t y f o r t h e m s e l v e s and t h e i r 
c h i l d r e n t o w r i t e t o newspapers sup­
p o r t i n g r e f o r m o f p r o p e r t y l a w s . The 
campaign f o r s u f f r a g e i n s p i r e d l e s s 
animus i n p e o p l e who, I w o u l d s u g g e s t , 
d e f i n e d t h e m s e l v e s i n a p r i v a t e c a p a c ­
i t y . The arguments by s u f f r a g e p r o ­
p o n e n t s may n o t have been t e l l i n g 
enough t o move them t o a c t i o n t h a t 
t h e y f e l t w o u l d n o t a f f e c t them p e r ­
s o n a l l y . C o u l d F r a n c i s Beynon r e a l l y 
c o n v i n c e f a r m women t h a t t h e " b a l l o t 
i s one weapon i n t h i s f i g h t f o r t h e 
h e a l t h , c h a s t i t y , and l i f e o f t h e s e 
c h i l d r e n ? " (p. 176) D i d r u r a l w i v e s 
r e a l l y b e l i e v e t he G r a i n Growers' 
Guide when i t c a l l e d f o r "a new m o r a l 
i m p e t u s , a s a n e r o u t l o o k , and w i d e r 
sympathy t o e n t e r i n t o t h e s e t t l e m e n t 
o f o u r p u b l i c q u e s t i o n s w i t h t h e ad­
v e n t o f women i n t o p u b l i c a f f a i r s ? " 
(p. 178) Farm women perhaps were n o t 
d e c e i v e d by such r h e t o r i c i n t o be­
l i e v i n g t h a t t h e b a l l o t w o u l d change 
t h e i r l i v e s . 

were n o t conc e r n e d w i t h a l t e r i n g 
p o l i t i c a l r e a l i t i e s p r e c i s e l y because 
t h e y d e f i n e d t h e m s e l v e s as p a r t o f a 
p r i v a t e r e a l m t h e y c o u l d n o t t r a n s ­
cend. C o l l e c t i v e a c t i o n — a n d even 
t h a t was h i e r a r c h i c — r e m a i n e d t h e 
p r e s e r v e o f t h e few e d u c a t e d and a r t i c ­
u l a t e women who s e l f - c o n s c i o u s l y a s ­
s e r t e d t h e i r bonds w i t h each o t h e r . 

The e v i d e n c e c o l l e c t e d by Rasmussen ejt 
a l . does n o t su g g e s t t h a t we can l o o k 
t o p r a i r i e women f o r t h e r o o t s o f con­
temporary f e m i n i s t a c t i v i s m . F o r f o r ­
t i t u d e and s t o i c i s m , y e s ; f o r t r a v a i l s 
we know p e r s o n a l l y o r v i c a r i o u s l y , yes 
f o r t h e bonds o f s i s t e r h o o d : I t h i n k 
n o t . As a b e g i n n i n g p o i n t from w h i c h 
t o r e a p t h e h a r v e s t o f p r a i r i e women's 
p a s t t h e book i s su p e r b , t h e photos 
w o n d e r f u l , t h e s o u r c e s r i c h i n d e t a i l . 
As a guide f o r h i s t o r i c a l a n a l y s i s t h e 
volume i s , as t h e a u t h o r s s u g g e s t , a 
modest b e g i n n i n g . We have, i n our own 
s c h o l a r l y r e a l m , as much work t o do as 
t h e f a r m women had i n t h e i r s . 

I f f a r m women were n o t y e t q u e s t i o n i n g E l i a n e S i l v e r m a n 
t h e whole nexus o f t h e i r p e r s o n a l r e - U n i v e r s i t y o f C a l g a r y 
l a t i o n s h i p s — t h e h i e r a r c h i c n a t u r e o f 
t h e i r p r i v a t e l i v e s i n w h i c h t h e y 
s t i l l l i v e d o u t t h e God-man, man-
woman, p a r e n t - c h i l d c o r r e l a t i v e s — w h y 
t h e n s h o u l d we assume, u n l e s s we have 
e v i d e n c e t o v i n d i c a t e u s , t h a t t h e y 
a c t i v e l y sought p o l i t i c a l r e f o r m ? I t 
appears t h a t p r a i r i e women were n o t 
engaged i n f o r g i n g new p r i v a t e r o l e s , 


