
By Susan Wefald 

In 1889 a constitution was drafted for 
North Dakota. The constitution provided 
that women could be elected to state school 
positions, and also established the office of 
state superintendent of Public In struction as 
an elected official with a two-year term. 

The 1889 Constitutional Convention also 
granted North Dakota women the righ t to vote, 
but only on school issues. It was a small, but 
important, step in the right direction. For the 
first time, North Dakota women could vote 
and run for election in a statewide race. This 
changed the political status quo and opened 
new professional doors for women including 
Laura Eisenhuth. 

Laura J . Eisenhuth in 1893. Photo by W.H. DeGraff 
in Bismarck, NO. SHSND A1591-0001 
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L
ura Eisenhuth, the fi rst woman elected to 

statewide office in the United States, was 
thirty-th ree years old when she entered the 

State Cap itol Building in Bismarck and took her 
oath of office on January 3, 1893.2 Superintendent 
Eisenhuth was the fourth person to serve as state 
superintendent of Publ ic Instruction in the new 
state of North Dakota.; At the end of that busy 
first day, she sat down and wrote her first entry in 
the Superintendent's Record in which she recorded 
each day's activities : 

"I , Laura J. Eisenhuth , took the oath of office 
and fi led my official bond as State Supt. of. Public 
Inst. Appointed Willis R. Bierly as Chief Clerk in 
the Dept. Received from my predecessor th rough 
Mr. Cathro the keys of the office and $25.00 amt. 
due for Reading Circle Fund. " 4 

During her time in office she reorganized 
important office responsibilities and proposed 
many improvements to the state school system, 
some not enacted until after she left. Although 
Eisenhuth served on ly one term as superintendent 
of Public Instruction, she left a model of an 
effiCient, energetic office holder for other women 
seeking political office. 

Laura Kelly Eisenhuth was born in Blenheim, 
Ontario , on May 29, 1859, the daughter of Thomas 
and Nancy Kelly.s In 1863 her family moved to 
eastern Iowa and settled in DeWitt, where she 
grew up with her four siblings, Mary, Thomas, 
Fredrick, and Edward 6 An 1895 article in the 
Fargo paper, The Record, stated she was educated 
in the best schools of that state, but there is no 
mention in The Record or other sources that Laura 
attended any normal school (a two-year school, 
beyond high school, wh ich provided teacher 
training) or college.? For eleven years she was a 
successful teacher in the Iowa schools, starting 
teaching at the age of eighteen . 

Laura Ke lly, like many others, was drawn to 
northern Dakota Territory during the Great Dakota 
Boom, a period between 1878 and 1889 when 
the population of northern Dakota jumped from 

16,000 to 191,000 . She described her move to 
what would soon be North Dakota in a one-page 
autobiography written in 1937: 

"My first trip to North Dakota was made in 
June 1885, and at that time [11 located on a 
pre-emption cla im of 160 acres near New 
Rockford . Returned to duties as teacher at 
DeWitt High School that fall. Returned to 
North Dakota in the summer of 1886 and 
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Superintendent of Public Instruction Laura Eisenhuth wrote summaries of daily 
activities in her Superintendent's Record. This page is from her fi rst few days in 
office. SHSND 31172 

again in the summer of 1887, and in the fall of 1887 was 
married to Willis Eisenhuth ."8 
Laura Eisenhuth was twenty-n ine years old that fall. Her husband, 

Willis H.B. Eisenhuth, known also as Joseph, was originally from 
Pennsylvania and worked as a fa rmer and druggist in Carrington 9 He 
was also a staunch Democrat. to Eisenhuth later also described herself 
as a "member of the minority Democratic Party. " tl 

Two weeks after the couple settled in Ca rrington, the school 
board asked Eisenhuth to become the Carrington School teacher 
because the teacher hired that fall had qu it. Eisenhuth took over a 
one-room school with a class of eighty students. l\vo weeks later 
the school board asked her to continue for the fu ll school year. Years 
later Eisenhuth recalled , "They said I was doing splendidly and as 



they employed a hired girl to do my 
housework I accepted. " 12 

By June 1888 the Carrington 
News endorsed Eisenhuth for Foster 
County superintendent of schools. 
and in the June election . she won by a 
majori ty of four votes. 13 She gave "so 
satisfactory an admin istration of the 
office that she was re-elected in 1890. 
carrying eleven of the thirteen election 
districts of the county."14 

When Laura Eisenhuth was elected 
Foster County superintendent of 
schools in 1888 and 1890. she was 
following in the footsteps of Dakota 
Territory pioneer Linda Slaughter. 
Slaughter had first been appointed 
Burleigh County superintendent 
of schools in 1873. and then had 
been elected to that position in 
1878-1882 .16 In the years after 
Slaughter. other women were 
elected county superintendent. By 
1888 there were about half a dozen 
women superintendents in northern 
Dakota Territory. Six years later. in 
1894. when Eisenhuth was state 
superintendent of Public Instruction . 
she called attention to the fact that 
"we have now eleven lady county 
superintendents out of thirty-nine. and 
all doing excellent work; their natural 
aptitude to teach and thei r love for 
little children giving them a peculiar 
advantage. "17 

As noted above. women could 
be elected county superintendent of 
schools while Dakota was a territory. 
They had been voting in local school 
elections and on school issues since 
1883. In 1889 a new constitution 
was drafted for the new state; article 
V. section 128 provided that women 
could now be elected to state school 
positions : 

Any woman having the 
quali fica tions enumerated in 

sect ion 12 1 of this article. as to 
age. residence and citizenship. 
and including those now 
qualified by the laws of the 
territory. may vote for all school 
officers. and upon all questions 
pertaining solely to school 
matters. and be el igible to any 
school office. IS 

A Personal 

Laura Eisenhuth in 1895. 
SHSND 008-150 

A few personal descriptions of Laura 
Eisenhuth survive. Bertha Grant. a writer 
who knew Mrs. Eisenhuth. described 
her in 1894 in an article for Western 
Womanhood. the publication of the North 
Dakota Women's Christian Temperance 
Union . The article. titled "Wives and 
Daughters of the Administration. " 
described her as : " tall and Slight. with 
mild dark eyes, full of expression and 
soft. wavy brown hair. Her firm. cordial 
handclasp is earnest of her good will 
toward men and assure the visitor of her 
sincerity. Although a delicate and spiritual 
woman, Mrs. Eisenhuth has. to an unusual 
degree. the quality of patience and 
determination. and of fortitude .... Mrs. 

Eisenhuth is. above all . a womanly woman. devoted to her husband. her 
business. and her home. and her personal magnetism is recognized by all 
so fortunate as to make her acquaintance .... She has a fondness and taste 
for painting and sketching. and when she has an occasional spare moment 
to devote to her own amusement it is given to her oils and pastels. "1 5 

The difficulty in finding a category for an office-holding woman is 
evident. as well as the need to reassure readers that Eisenhuth remained a 

"womanly woman ." 

The 1889 Constitut ion also 
established the office of state 
superintendent of Public Instruction 
and determined the state 
superintendent would be an elected 
official with a two-year term . Now 
North Dakota women could vote 
and run for election in a statewide 
race. While county elections for 
school superintendent were usually 
held in June, state and congressional 
elections. including the state 

superintendent of Public Instruction . 
were in November. 

Laura Eisenhuth entered North 
Dakota state politics at a vo latile time. 
North Dakotans elected a different 
governor every two years during the 

first ten years of statehood. Although 
Republicans won every election except 
one during that period . Republican 
conventions. dominated by the 
political boss Alexander McKenzie. 
regularly nominated new cand idates 
to state office. 

I n 1890 the populists. 
prohibitionists, and members of 
the Farmers All iance formed a third 
party - the Independent Party. The 
message th is party offered voters 
included free silver. government 
loans on real estate and stored crops. 
woman 's suffrage. and direct election 
of United States senators. 19 The 
Independents endorsed Eisenhuth 
for state superintendent of Public 
Instruction . Because of her "success 
and popularity as an educator," she 
had already been nominated by the 
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Democrat ic state convention.2o She 
may have been endorsed to attract 
new women voters to the Democratic 
and Independent parties, although 
women could not vote for any other 
offices on the state ticket. 

In early October 1890, the 
Women's Christ ian Temperance 
Union held their fi rst North Dakota 
convention in Jamestown. Susan B. 
Anthony, an icon of the woman's 
suffrage movement, was the featured 
speaker, and a large crowd gathered 
to hear her remarks. The jamestown 
Weekly Alert reported, "Mrs. Laura 
Eisenhuth , the first lady candidate on 
a North Dakota state ticket was then 
introduced ... and was greeted with 
loud applause. She urged upon the 
ladies the necessity of voting in the 
upcomi g election."21 This must have 

been a thrilling moment for Eisenhuth . 
Her Republ ican opponent was John 
Ogden, a well-known educator in the 
staten Unfortunately fo r Eisenhuth , it 
was a Republican year in North Dakota 
poli tics. Ogden won, as did every 
Republican candidate for statewide 
office in 1890.23 

Laura Eisenhuth conti nued to 
build her statewide reputation as 
an educator during the next two 
years. John Ogden, the new state 
superintendent of Public Instruction, 
chose fi ve state educational leaders 
to conduct one-week institutes 
(mandatory training sessions) for 
teachers throughout the state in 
1891-92.24 He selected Eisenhuth to 
conduct thirteen institutes. Conducting 
insti tutes provided her with the 
opportunity to demonstrate that 

she was a leader in North Dakota 
educational ci rcles. She was also 
elected vice president of the North 
Dakota Education Association in 
January 1891.25 

By June 1892 Laura Eisenhuth 
was in the thick of politics. She ran 
fo r a th ird term as Foster County 
superintendent, but lost the election 
by a few votes. She demanded a 
recount. The Bismarck Weekly Tribune 
reported, "Mrs. Eisenhuth appeared 
and demanded another canvas of the 
votes, including those of the disputed 
township. The auditor refused to 
make it, and the case was carried to 
the courts." In late summer, the j udge 
ruled in favor of Eisenhuth. A recount 
was held, and she won by a majority 
of eight votes.26 

Also in mid-J une of 1892, three 

1889 Duties of the Superintendent of Public Instruction 
• r n J! ~ , t ~ n ~ I The superintendent furnished all 

school offices with the registers and report forms required by law. The reports were used in preparing the 
superintendent's biennial report on education . 

• n ~ 0 u This model curriculum was meant to provide a similar 
education for students all over the state. This was difficult to ensure when students in town attended graded 
schools through high school and rural students attended ungraded schools, usually one-room schoolhouses with 
one teacher for all grades. 

• P:l.P t ammiit iQPS fo ~ a 'hI' g; In:ji t: 10x1 .<;:QJ,IU}'. 01;1 S'dle The state test generally had multiple 
questions on up to twenty-nine subjects. There were also three county grades of teacher's certificates in 1893-94. 
Technicall y, all applicants had to be at least eighteen years 01d.36 

• he (' t tea n 37 One week of annual training was provided in each county to all 
teachers by the Department of Public Instruction. Most teachers in North Dakota had only completed high 
school and needed additional professional education . The department selected instructors and held the training 
programs. The state superintendent, or her deputy, tried to attend every institute in the state. 

• d.l< U (I g &ad l< r J! Teachers were encouraged 
to participate in "reading circles." The object of the circles was to " improve teachers in general culture and 
professional reading. "38 

• tiC aT l1!c hea -mg Decisions made by county superintendents, such as refusing to issue or revoking 
teacher certificates, could be appealed to the state superintendent of Public Instruction , who would make the final 
decision. 

• l'le. orm fu:.IIQ 1 I Q The board of trustees of the state normal schools (schools for training teachers) 

• 

was composed of the governor, superintendent of Public Instruction, and members of the board of management 
of each schooJ.39 

a - The office of the superintendent was responsible for a professional library for 
teachers and county superintendents. 

• ~ Q '1 Q Q Ie S ,I s - The board made decisions and kept the 
records for state lands dedicated to the support of education. 
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hundred people attended the 
Independent Parry convention in 
Valley City. Eisenhuth was nominated 
for state superi ntendent of Public 
Instruction. 27 She was also endorsed 
by the Democratic Party 28 Her 
Republican opponent, J. M. Devine, 
superintendent of schools in La Moure 
County,29 had also been chosen by 
John Ogden to participate in fifteen 
state inst itutes in 1892 as a "state 
lecturer," a featured speaker on the 
institute program.30 

In August 1892 Mr. Eisenhuth 
began publishing a Democratic 
newspaper, The Citizen , in Carrington. 
In the nine issues published between 
AuguSt 12 and December 2, 1892, 
Laura Eisenhuth edited and wrote 
material for the educational column . 
"Educat ion should be above pOlitics," 
she wrote in the first issue, "and it 
is my intention to keep this column 
so. "31 She was true to her word, and 
in the issue previous to the election 
wrote only about how "Each office, 
its qualifications and duties should be 
taught in a non-partisan" manner.32 

Eli Shortridge, the Independent 
candidate for governor, campaigned 
v igorously. During the final days of 
the campaign, a worried Republican 
National Committee sent money to 
North Dakota to defeat the populists .33 
This effort was largely unsuccessful, 
as the Independent Party won every 
office except secretary of state. 

Although the election was held 
on November 8, election results 
came in slowly in 1892. It took over 
a month to tally all of the votes. On 
December 16, the final abstract was 
printed in the Bismarck Daily Tribune . 

Laura Eisenhuth: 19,078; J. M. Devine: 
17,343.34 

A week after election results were 
announced, Laura Eisenhuth was in 
Bismarck, prepari ng to settle in for 
her new duties. Finding a place to live 
was an early priority. On December 23 , 
1892, the Bismarck Weekly Tribune 

noted these comments of Eisenhuth : 
"I find houses scarce and 

hardly know where to go. I 
presume we w ill be obliged to 
take temporary quarters this 
winter and wait until spring for 
a permanent location . When I 
located at Carrington , I hesitated 
between Carrington and 
Bismarck, but was finally urged 
by Senator Casey to locate at 
Carrington . "35 
After only about a week in which 

to settle into a new home and City, 
she took office. With a staff of only 
tWO people, it was a daunting task for 
Superintendent Eisenhuth to take on 
the responsibilities of her department. 
During her first month, she hit the 
ground running, taking care of the 
myriad duties that confronted her 
as a state administrator. During 
that first month her work included 
drafting education bills, answering the 
questions of a legislative investigating 
committee, participating in meetings 
of the Board of University and School 
Lands and the Normal School Board. 
She also attended to administrative 

functions such as sending out large 
mailings to school districts and county 
superintendents and organizing the 
state educational library. Juggling these 
duties required good administrative 
skills, which Eisenhuth had honed 
during her time as a county 
superintendent. 

Every day Superintendent 
Eisenhuth was in office, she, or a 
person in her office, recorded a short 
notation of duties accomplished that 
day in a record book, now preserved 
in the State Archives in Bismarck. The 
record of the month of January 1894 
is written by Eisenhuth. Her notations 
in her first month (January 4 through 
February 4, 1893) ind icate she made 
a good start on important work she 
would continue to deal with throughout 
her term in office4o Excerpts from 
the Superintendent'S Record are 
included to illustrate how she juggled 
these responsibilities, concentrating 
especially on her first month in office. 
Some later excerpts include activities 
from later in the year, such as teacher 
train ing. 

Superintendent of Public Instruction Eisenhuth's office was located in the first capitol building 
before any additions were made. Bismarck became Dakota Territory's capital city in 1663 and 
continued to serve as the state's capital after statehood was established in 1669. The first capitol 
building was constructed of dark brick. SHSND 00070-0065 
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January 5 - Conduoted oorres:pondenoe. 
Indexed !Jeoretary's: Reoord or University 
and !Johool Lands:. Called a meeting or 
normal !Johool 80ard fOr Jan 10 

Jan 30 - Conduoted oorres:pondenoe. 
Meeting or U and !J Land 80ard Meeting 
arfjourned until Jan 3110 AM owing to the 
illnes:s: or the Gov. ASISIorfed le ffers in regards: 
to bonds: and lands: and made lis:t or lands: 
fOr SIBle, leas:e &. hay permits:. 

It was not business as usual for 
the Board of University and School 
Lands in January 1893. Questions 
had been raised about how the board 
issued bonds. A legislative committee 
had decided to investigate actions 
of the board under the previous 
admin istration 4 ! Superintendent 
Eisenhuth, as secretary of the board, 
had responsibility for the records 
of the board in 1893-94 . She found 
them in disarray42 The governor, 
the secretary of state, the attorney 
general, and the state auditor were 
also members of the board . 

At the time of statehood, Congress 
endowed education in North Dakota 
with land grants, includ ing two 
sections of every township under the 
jurisdiction of the Board of University 
and School Lands - 3,049 ,465 acres 
in al1.43 The legislature established 
a minimum sale price of ten dollars 
an acre, so the state had a potential 
education endowment of more than 
$30,000,000 44 In 1893-94, the 
Board of University and School Lands 
invested the income produced from 
renting or selling school lands in 
school district bonds, state bonds, and 
farm contracts45 

In January Superintendent 
Eisenhuth did much of the record 
keeping herself, probably so she could 
become familiar with this important 
part of her work since she had to 
prepare information for the legislative 
investiga ting committee and prepare 
for and participate in board meetings. 
In her first month of office, she spent 
time on twenty-one days on board 
activities. In February she arranged 
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fo r a part-time clerk to do the record 
keeping. 

The legislature had changes in 
mind. Even though the legislative 
investigating committee found 
"nothing crooked" when it ended 
its investigation and made its report 
in February 1893, by March 1893 

the legislature had established a 
staffed Land Department with an 
appointed land commissioner. 46 
Superintendent Eisenhuth had 
lobbied the legislature to place the 
school land responsibilities under the 
supervision of her office, but to no 
avail 47 Eisenhuth continued her work 
as secretary of the board, which she 
found interesting but time consuming. 
In the first eighteen months of her 
term, there were 118 meetings of the 
Board of University and School Lands, 
and she attended all but three48 

Jan 9 - Conduoted oorres:pondenoe. Met 
with !Jtate o(fioers in the Governol'Sl private 
room to dis:ous:s: the polioy or A fforney 
General Continued the arrangement and 
!Igfing or Library. Drafted two MIs:. Reviewed 
two !Johool billSi. Copied Land Lis:ts:. 

The library Laura Eisenhuth refers 
to in the Superintendents Record is 
the State Educational Library, the 
lend ing library established by her 
predecessor for the use of teachers 
and county superintendents across 

the state. Although there were some 
private lending libraries, there were 
no public libraries in North Dakota at 
that time---the first public library was 
established in 1897 in Grafton49 

During her first month , Eisenhuth 
took on the project of arranging, listing 
and checking all books in the library. 
Her Superintendents Record entries 
show that she worked on tasks related 
to the library fourteen days in her fi rst 
month in office, and on January 24 
she wrote, "Finished checking library." 
The next day she noted, "Found 
Sixty six, 66, volumes missing." It 
probably gave her great satisfaction to 
start and finish one part of her work 
in that hectic first month. However, 
difficulties with the educational library 
continued throughout her term. In late 
1894 Superintendent Eisenhuth noted 
that the library 

" is used wholly by the people of 
Bismarck, is a caricature on a 
state educat ional library, and is a 
great trouble to take care of with 
the limited clerk hire in this office. 
The State has no right to furnish a 
library and librarian for the benefit 
of anyone City, and there have 
not been more than twenty-five 
people in the last twO years who 
have taken biographies, histories, 
books of reference, or pedagogical 
works. The light literature and 
children 's stories have been so 
thoroughly read that they are 

Participants in the 1894 Cass County Teacher's Institute. Laura Eisenhuth is standing second 
from the left. Porterville Col/ection NDIRS MSS296.197.8 



worn from use. "50 
In 1907 the legislature establ ished 

the Public Library Commission to 
provide state-wide library services. The 
state educational library and libraries 
maintai ned by other state agencies 
were incorporated into a single public 
library under the direction of the state 
superintendent of Publ ic Instruction . 
Reorganized several times, it now 
exists as the North Dakota State 
Library and remains a division of the 
North Dakota Department of Public 
Instruction, under the direction of the 
state superintendent. 

Jan 12 - I-Ielped draft a bill for the 
cerfification of the S1tate Normal S1chool 
graduateg, and one for free text bookg5 ! 
Conducted corr8!ipondence and continued 
work on S1chool Landg and in Library. 

Superintendent Eisenhuth started 
her term just as the 1893 legisla ture 
started its session. Like any new 
sta te official, she had to dive into 
the work of her offi ce and take care 
of legislati ve matters. Her entries in 
the Superintendents Record reveal 
that she drafted bi lls Qanuary 9, II, 
12, 14). reviewed bills Qanuary 7, 9, 
13, and Feb 2), turned over books 
and records to an invest igating 
committee Qanuary 25). noti fi ed 
county superintendents of school 
bills introduced Qanuary 26). and was 
called into investigating committee 
rooms to turn over letters pertaining 
to school bonds (February 4). The 
legislative session kept her busy. 

La ter in her two-year term, she 
included legisla tive recommendations 
in her 1894 Bienn ial Report. One 
recom mendation related to better 
sanitary conditions fo r pupils in the 
public schools. 

" I cannot place too much 
emphasis upon the necessity 
for a law providing tha t every 
school house be furni shed with 
separate outhouses . .. and that 
a system of inspection be made 
obligatory on the part of teachers 
and school offi cers. I . .. wish 
to call your attention to the fact 

that our present law barely 
mentions them and provides 
no safeguard whatever. 

Number of schools having 
Only one privy, 1893 397 
No privy, 1893 25 

I need scarcely add anything 
to the figures given, they 
speak volumes as to the 
thoughtlessness of parents 
and officers upon the 
greatest moral question now 
affecting schools, and if the 
condition of those bUi ldings 
could be reported you would 
be shocked to find the great 
wrong that is being done 
our innocent little ones 
in the most important 
time of thei r lives .... The 
abominations that are leFt 
standing from year to year 
at a school house, would 
not be to lerated for a 
single day at any decent 
home. This is not a subject 
alone for teachers to look 
after, but parents, and first 

OUTHOUSES. 

. 1 wouJd here urgently' caJ~-
109 ~~ j J that is abroad in a~1 ~~ea~her's attention to a grow­
(;Ondlhon of . the school outhou:esand.-the filthy and vile 
made complaint of school ho .'. I know of and have 
house .. were snowed (ull in u:s 10 th iS s tate ",:,here the out­
summer, leaving the pupils w"thlOter, and too Vile to enter in 
the. calls of naOture the who! dut the proper means to obey 
br~ lDs are i~ac t ive . their diges ~ionar· ~o wonder t~at their 
J~ho n sl~ggl sh . And no t onl ar Impa Ired and thelf circu­
disease IS germinated but tt! e t~ey pest houses where 
burn and blacken the pure y oue: are /mmO! al influences that 
an
J 

d perpetuate and s trengthen t~:ou ,~ C! f m~ocent children, 
p ace for fal se modest to eVI, In eVIl. This is no 
for these buildings, a~d iirf;ent action . The law provides 
that the schoo l where 'OIL y our duty as teachers to see 
ven ieDt buildings and lit teach has comfortable and con. 
kinds "/ tI,awinrs ~"d W'il;"~s are ;,,(' d~an and ./ru from all 
a cry ag ains t these mora) a 'd h ~ver the land is going up 
North D ako ta lead the van inn p ~Slcal abominations . Let 
and through them the health pU~fng and purifying them 
This is '3 call to dut I an morals of Our children' 
visi ting schools in t~~ir c:,eq~~s t COUnty superintendents i ~ 
o nly of the outho uses but ~~ I~~ to ~nake inspection, no t 
note of their co nditio~ to . e sc .001 walls, and make 
the fault is the teacher's use m gr~ntlng certificates where 
for improvement ' o~ reportlDg to the school boards 

I would acknowledg e mo 
t?e H on. Oliver E. W eUs SSt~~ra~e full~ my indebtedness to 
Sm , and thank him most sinc e uper,Jntendent of W iscon_ 
courtesy, and. to all State an~rely for hiS pror,npt and kin dJy 
respo nded with publications an~ounty S~penntendents who 

I ha.ve g one o ver every line of :~ggestlon s. 
chang ing where th e different c ~ ~ourse very carefully 
manded change, and where m ~nd t hon s of Our s ta te de­
schoo ls suggested a differenc . y knowledge of the COuntry 
. A~d I now respectfull s ubc I ~ ':latter or outline. 
It Wi ll aid them in gca&n , ~~t l~ t? the tea~hers, trusting 
schools of our s tate. g ss tfYlDg and Improving the 

Very sincerely, 

LAUI!A J . EISENHl!rH. 

Superintendent Eisenhuth advocated for 
more sanitary school outhouses in 1894. 
SHSND 372 N811 1894N p99 

of all legislators. "52 
Superintendent Eisenhuth's strong 

words made a di ffe rence. In 1895 the 
new state superintendent drafted a 
bill which mandated two "convenient 
water closets or privies" for each 
school, "entirely separate from each 
other, and having separate means of 
access." School offi cers had to keep 
the same in a "clean, chaste and 
wholesome condition" or face removal 
from office or loss of state funds. 
The bill passed and went into effect 
immediately53 

Jan 17 - Conducted {Jorregpondence. 
Riled ordef'!i S1upt 'g S1upplie!l. Continued 
library work. Prepared a mimeograph letter 
to clerkg in regard to S1chool Landg, gale of 
bondg and apporfionment.54 

Jan 18 - Printed directed and folded gix 
hundred of the leffef'!i to clerk!!. Conducted 
the ugual corregpondence. Filled ordef'!i for 
Co S1upt 'g S1upplie!l. 

Preparing six hundred letters 
with such a small staff in the 1890s 

was a significant task. And that was 
only half of the letters tha t had to be 
mailed to the I , I 99 school district 
clerks in 1893. Today, with modern 
technology, it is difficul t to imagine the 
offices in the State Capitol Bui lding in 
the 1890s. They were equipped w ith 
steam heat, a telephone, typewriters, 
and mimeograph machines55 Offices 
were lit by kerosene or gas lamps and 
had wooden floors and oak furn iture. 

Telephone service was only 
available locally, since communities 
in the state were not connected 
by telephone lines. Therefore, 
almost all communication was by 
mai l. Eisenhuth noted every day 
in the Record "letters answered " or 
"conducted correspondence." The mail 
was her only communication link with 
the county superintendents and other 
constituents across the state, and good 
communica tion was a vital component 
of her job. 
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Jan 14 - I-Iad interview with GOII. 
9hortridge in regard to deputy and clerk. 
Angwered leHem. Continued work on library 
and 9chool Landg. Mailed biennial reportg 
at Mr. Cathro 'g requegt. Dra fted bill for 
teachem'ingtituteg. 

Feb 4 - Mr. Bierly gevered conneefion 
with thig o(fice and returned to Grand 
Forkg. Called into invegtigating commiHee 
rootrJtI to turn over leHem pertaining to 
gchool bondg. Conducted corregpondence. 
AppOinted Mr. Eigenhuth my deputy by 
ganefion or Governor to date from Feb. 1!If. 
Wag empowered to employ clerk to be paid 
from Interegt and Income Fund to do the 
work or the U and g Land Board Referred 
the degpotling or timber claitrJtI to A Hy. Gen. 
9tandigh." 

One of the most important duties 
of an office holder, though not often 
recognized in historical accounts, is 
dealing with staff needs. On January 
14, 1893, Laura met with the governor 
to discuss the staffing needs of her 
department, and changes followed 
quickly.56 The Superintendent's 
Record entry of January 24 included, 
"discharged and paid Miss Bearer. "57 

Miss Bearer was a hold-over from 
the previous administrat ion . It was 
not unusual for a new state official 
with a different party affiliation to 
rep lace employees in the office. In 
this case, Superintendent Eisenhuth 
was a Democrat, and she needed 
people around her she knew she could 
trust. 58 Miss Bearer's replacement is 
fi rst mentioned on May 5: "D ictated 
correspondence to Miss Gray. "59 The 
descript ions of Miss Gray's work in 
the Record reveal that Miss Gray was 
a great help with the work of the 
Department of PubliC Instruction. 
including being " in charge" of the 
office when the superintendent and 
her husband travelled to the Chicago 
World's Fair for nineteen days in 
1893 60 

On February 4, 1893, Eisenhuth 
wrote that Willis Bierly, whom she 
had appointed chief clerk/assistant 
superintendent of the department on 
her first day in office, January 3, 1893, 
"severed his connection with this 
office and returned to Grand Forks." 61 
He had only served her administration 
for one month, and may have been 
hired on an interim basis62 The same 

Bal c'ng Work wi h Othe Int r s s 
Superintendent Eisenhuth did have a life outSide of the capitol 

building. I n Bertha Grant 's 1894 article, "Wives and Daughters of the 
Administration," she reassures readers that Laura Eisenhuth still had a 
proper social life. 

"Mrs. Laura J. Eisenhuth, our State superintendent of education, has 
official duties that occupy nearly all the hours of daylight, but when she 
leaves the Capitol Mrs. Eisenhuth has a social life that is as dear to her 
friends as it can be to herself. Her public life, so rich in its results and so 
far reaching in its influence, we mention only as an example of the broad 
educational and moral strength so highly developed in her character. 

"Notwithstanding her official duties, Mrs. Eisenhuth directs the affairs 
of her household, and manages to have congenial spirits meet with her at 
dinner or during evenings, and is a delightful hostess. "68 

The Eisenhuths also managed a few vacations during her term in 
office. In August 1893 the Bismarck Weekly Tribune reported that Mr. and 
Mrs. Eisenhuth joined a party of twelve, including Governor Eli and Anna 
Shortridge and their daughters, for a camping trip to Spirit Lake. They 
took a train from Bismarck for the several-days trip69 In October 1893 
the Eisenhuths also traveled to the Chicago World's Fair, where Laura 
participated in "North Dakota Day" on October 10, along with many other 
state officials.7o 
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day Laura noted, "AppOinted Mr. 
Eisenhuth my deputy by sanction of 
Governor to date from Feb. 1 st. 

The Record indicates Deputy 
Eisenhuth helped Laura visit school 
districts all over the state. By fall 1894, 

the Bismarck Weekly Tribune wryly 
nored when Mr. Eisenhuth attended an 
institute in Ellendale, "Mrs. Eisenhuth 
is to be congratulated upon the 
possession of a husband to whom 
she can entrust her political interests 
upon an occasion of this kind . "63 
Superintendent Eisenhuth was not 
the only state officia l at the capitol in 
1893 to hire a family member as staff. 
Attorney General William Standish and 
State Treasurer Knud Nomland both 
hired their wives as staff members 
as well. As a result of this practice, 
Republicans raised nepotism as a 
campaign issue in the 1894 elect ion 64 

Superintendent Eisenhuth was 
convinced that the Department of 
Public Instruction needed more 
employees. One early addition was 
noted on February 4, 1893: "Was 
empowered to employ clerk to be 
paid from Interest and Income Fund 
to do the work of the U. and S. La nd 
Board. "65 On February 6 she wrote, 
"James Murphy worked Y, day as 
clerk in writing letters to applicants for 
purchase of bonds . .. This was followed 
by sim ilar entries on February 7 and 
8 66 James Murphy is not mentioned 
again in the Record, but he was 
probably the clerk hired to assist the 
superintendent with her Un iversity 
and School Lands work. Eisenhuth 
continued to press for a larger staff. In 
the 1894 Biennial Report she wrote: 

"The duties of this office are 
onerous in the extreme. Few 
realize the amount of work, 
real plodding, continuous work 
attached to, and inseparable 
from , the office of State 
Superintendent in this State. The 
duties of the secretary of the 
Board of University and School 
Lands require, and should have, 
the entire time of one efficient 
experienced person . 
And there can be no greater 
mistake than so limiting the 



clerical force so that the State 
Superintendent is compelled to 
do clerical duty as has been the 
necessity since statehood. The 
educational work of the State 
would be much more satisfactory 
if the State Superintendent 
could be free to supervise every 
branch of the work in the State, 
vis iting, encouraging, en citing 
the workers in each county, 
strengthening weak places, 
kindly pointing out errors, 
gathering comparisons, and ideas 
for still greater advancement, 
and studying the systems of 
other states in order to keep our 
own in the front ranks. "67 

June 8 - Conducfed Corregpondence. 
Mr. EiSienhufh wenf fo DickinSlon InSifitufe. 
Mro. EiSienhufh viSiifed Minnewauken InSififufe 
and addreSiSied Sichool o(ficero in fhe 
afternoon and citizenSi in fhe evening. 

Connecting with people face to 
face is an important part of the life of 
any state offi cial, and Superintendent 
Eisenhuth made sure that she or her 
deputy attended educational events 
all over the state. Entries in the 
Superintendent's Record in early June 
1893 indicate that Superintendent 
Eisenhuth and her deputy had a busy 
travel schedule, especially when you 
consider that they were using train or 
horse and buggy as transportation! 

For example, on June 6, Eisenhuth 
spent the morning in Pembina, about 
350 miles north east of Bismarck, 
and travelled sixty-five miles south to 
Grand Forks for the even ing. On June 
7 she travelled seventy-six miles west 
to Devils Lake where she attended 
the Devi ls Lake Institute and that 
evening presented diplomas to the 
graduating class. On June 8 the state 
superintendent travelled twenty miles 
west to the Minnewauken institute 
and addressed school oflicers there 
in the afternoon and citizens in the 
evening. On June 9 she travelled 180 
miles back to Bismarck. During the 
same time period, Deputy Eisenhuth 

spent June 6 in Cooperstown, 160 
miles northeast of Bismarck. On June 
7 he travelled sixty miles southwest to 
attend an institute at Jamestown . On 
June 8, he travelled 200 miles west to 

attend the Dickinson institute. 

Along with continuing the 
responsibilities examined above, 
an additional duty in 1894 was the 
development of a five-hundred-page 
biennial report, filed at the end of 
1894, which gave an update on the 
state of the public school system in 
North Dakota . The report included 
thirty-three pages of Superintendent 
Eisenhuth's recommendations to 
improve education in the state and 
enables us to understand her concerns 
at the end of her two-year term . Her 
recommendations were extensive and 
covered more than thirty different 
topics including discrepancies she 
found when examining linancial 
reports of the Dakota Terri tory 
superintendents of Public Instruction . 
The recommendations of her 
predecessor and the superintendent 
that followed her each covered only 
half the topiCS of Superintendent 
Eisenhuth . 

Laura Eisenhuth did not mince 

words when she made 
recommendations. Whether her 
practice of using strong words, 
as demonstrated in this report, 
contributed to her defeat in the 
election is subject to debate. The 
report's main audience was the 
governor, the legislature, and county 
school superintendents. As a public 
document, it was also available to any 
member of the public who was aware 
of and requested to read it. Excerpts 
are included below. 

" I wish to ca ll attent ion not only 
to the strongest points in our system 
but to truthfully cite our weakest 
points with such suggestions as can 
only come from one whose thoughts 
and interests have for two years been 
completely centered upon this work. 
. .. If I cut deep in places I do so with 
the same intent and purpose that a 
wise physician probes a wound. "71 

COMPULSORY EDUCATION 
"Our compulsory education law 

is almost a dead letter. .. . You will 
notice by the statistical report that 
there are 2,375 ch ildren who did not 
attend any school during the year 
ending June 30, 1892 and 2,139 who 
did not attend any school in 1893. 
If the law could be so changed as to 
have the teacher .. . report at the end 
of the term , all pupils that have not 

Most North Dakota children in the 1890s attended rural one-room schools. At McKenzie School , 
Burleigh County, students pose outside their school house in 1895. SHSND 11048-08 
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anended the required twelve weeks 
and the district be deprived of the pro 
rata apportionment for every pup il of 
required age not attending and not 
excused."n 

HEALTH OF PUPILS 

"Our school houses in a majority 
of district schools have been built 
without regard to ventilation. The one 
thought has been to keep them warm 
and as a result the children sit through 
the winter term with hot heads and 
cold feet, breathing in vitiated air. 
... It is imperative that a plan of a 
one-room building lighted, heated, 
and ventilated properly, be furnished 
by the State, and that school boards 
be compelled to build all new school 
houses according to this plan as soon 
as possible and to re-arrange old 
bUildings so that they can be properly 
heated, ventilated and lighted. "73 

KINDERGARTEN 

"I would respectfully recommend 
that a kindergarten be established , in 
connect ion with every public school, 
in villages of 300 inhabitants and 
over.74 . . . Our kindergarten schools, 
to be effective in elevating the masses, 
must be free.15 . .. And what a boon 
to the laboring mother, who leaves 
her helpless linle ones while she 
earns their scant clothing and living, 
fear for their safety, adding to her 
over-burdened hands the haste of 
anxiety."76 

SCHOOL DISTRICT OFFICERS 
"There are in the state 1199 

school districts ... That the school 
district board shall consist of three 
members ... And here I would add that 
there ought to be at least one bright, 
active, public-spirited woman on every 
school board. " 77 
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Emma Bates defeated Eisenhuth in the 1894 
campaign . SHSND 0361-012 

This must have been quite the 
campaign . Laura Eisenhuth , the 
incumbent state superintendent of 
Public Instruction, was a known leader 
in educational circles. She was again 
nominated by the Independent and 
Democrat Parties in the summer of 
1894. Emma Bates was nominated 
in July by the Republican Parry and 
endorsed by the Prohibition Party. 
Bates was on the faculty of the Valley 
City Normal School in the Department 
of English , Literature, and Latin. 
She had many other professional 
credentials in education as well. 
Both of the women came to North 
Dakota in 1887. Seven years later they 
were vying to be the state's highest 
education officer. 

Both were known to be excellent 

public speakers. An 1894 article 
in Western Womanhood said of 
Bates, "With measured speech, and 
countenance aglow with the interest 
of her subject, she holds the anention 
of every hearer and seldom fails to 
send home the shafts of conviction to 
the heart. "7S Both women were well 
known around the state in educational 

circles, and both received their State 
ProfeSSional Certificates (valid for life) 
in November 1892. Only twenty-four 
people in the state had earned this 
certiflcate.19 In 1891 -92 both had 

been chosen by State Superintendent 
of Public Instruction John Ogden to 
conduct county institutes around the 
state. By the time the 1894 election 
rolled around, Laura and Emma were 
well acquainted with each other. 

Both women were busy that 
fall addressing audiences. Western 

Womanhood reported Eisenhuth "has 
been delivering some interesting 
addresses in different parts of the 
state."so The Women's Christian 
Temperance Union invited the two 
candidates to speak at their North 
Dakota convention . Eisenhuth 
spoke on "The Child in the Home 
and School." Bates spoke on 
"Motherhood. "SI Just like today, 
organizations liked to give their 
members a chance to hear both 
candidates. 

Laura Eisenhuth lost the election 
to Emma Bates in November: Emma 
Bates - 26,089, Laura Eisenhuth -
20,26882 The Republicans swept back 
into office winning every state wide 
election 83 

Although she lost the election , 
Superintendent Eisenhuth was 
recognized for the work she had 
done while in office. In December, 
members of the Norrh Dakota 
Education Association presented 
her with an "elegant solid silver tea 
tray, sugar bowl, creamer, and spoon 
holder with a set of spoons. "S4 In 
1 895, The Record, a North Dakota 
magazine, noted that Laura Eisenhuth 
gave "an able and conscientious 
administration of her office, earning 
the warmest commendation from 
the other members of the state 
administration as an untiring officer 
and a most efficient executive officer. 
North Dakota was the first state to 
choose a woman for an office so 
high, to a position so responsible, 
and the people of the state were not 
dissatisfied with the experiment, as 
evidenced by their votes at the last 
election. "S5 



After her term of offi ce ended. 
the Eisenhuths moved back to Foster 
County. Laura Eisenhuth must have been 
disappointed when she lost. because 
she ran for state superin tendent of 
Public Instruction in 1896. She was 
endorsed by the Fusionists. the coali tion 
of Independents and Democrats 
who hoped to wrest control from the 
Republicans. This time she had two 
opponents. Emma Bates. who did not 
get the Republica n endorsement and ran 
as the Prohibi tion Party candidate. and 
john Halland . Republican. Laura made a 
good showing. but she lost the election 
by more than 5.000 votes: j ohn Halland 
- 26.912. Laura Eisenhuth - 21.427. 
Emma Bates - 3011 .86 

Laura Eisenhuth did not run fo r state 
offi ce in 1898. but she ran one last time 
in 1900 as an Independent-Democrat. 
Her opponent was j . M. DeVi ne. whom 
she had beaten in the 1892 race. and 
who recently had served briefly as 
governor. She lost the election: DeVine 
40.828 votes. Eisenhuth 25.493 vo tes.87 

In all. Laura Eisenhuth had run in five 
statewide races for superintendent of 
Public Instruction and been active in 
North Dakota pol itics for more than ten 
years. 

Laura and Wi ll is Eisenhuth had no 
children. In 1902. when she was forty­
four years old. her husband died after 
an extended illness.8S In September 
1903 the Bismarck Weekly Tribune 
reported. "Mrs. Laura Eisenhuth is 
assistant principal of the high school 
at Carrington. "S9 A few years later she 
married Ludwig Aiming. a fa rmer near 
Carrington. and in 1909 the couple 
moved to Medford. Oregon. where Laura 
lived until her death on September 30. 
1937. She was seventy-eight years 0ld9o 

On Being the First Woman Elected to 
atewide pubr f 'c the United Sta 

SHSNO 372 N811 1894N 

Laura Eisenhuth brought to the job 
of superintendent of Public Instruction 
a keen mind. strong administrative 
skills. and the practical experience of 
being a classroom teacher and county 
superintendent. In 1893 and 1894 she 
wrote new curriculums for the teacher 
institutes. which were well received . 
Her goal was to share methods. facts. 
and broad new ideas with the institute 
participants9 1 She wrote a new course 
of study for schools across the staten 
She encouraged "young people's reading 
circles." With two professors of education. 
she drew up a recommended list of books 
for students of all reading levels for this 

project93 She prepared an indexed comprehensive biennial report which 
contains a treasure trove of information about education in the early days 
of North Dakota . She was a very dedicated and informed secretary of the 
Board of University and School Lands. and she submitted the first biennial 
report of the board . which included her thoughtful recommendations9 4 

Laura Eisenhuth wrote the following words just before she retired from 
state office. She understood while she was serving the people of North 
Dakota that she was "making history." 

"Being the first woman to hold a positIOn of this kind I have realized that 
even my warmestJriends have looked upon my work as an experiment. and 
that the novelty of my position might have made my relationship with the 
other officers strange and constrained: that such has not been the case in any 
instance is a matter of deep gratitude to me. I have endeavored to discharge 
the duties oj this oJfice with an eye single to the benefit of education and in 
such a manner that it would reflect credit upon womankind: that I have been 
successJul in even a greater degree than I had hoped Jor. I have been warmly 
assured. 

For two years. I have given all the thought. energy. and enthusiasm I could 
command to the discharge oj my duties. The work has been to me a source of 
great pleasure and satisfaction. 

I retire Jrom office with a very great interest in the progress of our schools. 
with a warmJriendshipJor my fellow educators. and a sincere desireJor the 
welfare oj the State and the prosperity oj her people. 

The appropriation Jor clerk hire is insufficient. but by strict economy and 
extra labor on my own part. and the kindness oj the Board oj U.&S. Lands. it 
has not been overdrawn. 

There is no defiCiency and a balance in the travelling expense fund reverts 
to the treasury. 

Respectfully. submitted. 
Laura j. Eisenhuth. 
State Superintendent of Public Instruction "95 
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Susan Wefald was the first woman to serve on the North Dakota Public Service Commission. 
Appointed to the commission by Govemor Edward Schafer in 1992, she was elected to three more 
terms and served on the commission for sixteen years. She now enjoys serving on non-profit boards, 
playing her violin with the Bismarck-Mandan Symphony, reading, gardening, and writing. Her book, 
Spectacular North Dakota Hikes - Bring the Dog (2011 ) received the Notable Documents Award from 
the North Dakota Ubrary Association. She and her husband, Bob, enjoy exploring the state and leaming 
more about North Dakota history. This article forms part of the book Important Voices, North Dakota's 
Women Elected State Officials Share Their Stories, 1893-2013 by Susan Wetald, which will soon be 
published by the Institute for Regional Studies at North Dakota State University. 
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