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n February of 193 1, an angry reader who identified 
self as "Forum Follower" wrote the edi tor of the Fargo 

Right now in Fargo there are women holding po i­
tions which ex-servicemen with families might fill 
but who are now walking the street unemployed. I 
know of eight places in Fargo employing married 
women where I would be working now if those same 
women had remained in their homes. In fac t, I 
would be working now if my employer had not hired 
a woman to fi ll my po ition at a cheaper salary' 

During the Great Depression throughout the United 
States, people seeking employment or relief claimed their 
superior entitlement on grounds of gender, race, or, as in 
Forum Follower's case, tatu a veterans of World War 1. 
Jobseekers urged employer to overlook standard hiring 
criteria, such as economy and efficiency, and to ignore 
such traditional American civic values as equality of 
opportunity and ind ividual rights. In place of these 
guideposts of capitalism and republicanism, employers 
were urged to follow more traditional and deeply embed­
ded social customs. To Forum Follower and mill ions of 
others who shared his point of view, people meeting cer­
tain social criteria were morally entitled to work, regard­
less of the ir ability to do a job efficiently. Forum 
Follower suggested that his status as head of a family and 
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as a veteran who had sacrificed for his country should 
give him priority over others-in this ca e, married 
women- even though th ose others could do the same 
work more cheaply. 

Forum Follower's particular focus on married women 
in the job market was shared by many during the 
Depression. O rganized labor launched a campaign 
against the employment of married women, and the fed­
eral government and most state governments-including 
North Dakota's-actively discouraged wives from work­
ing, usually by pass ing anti-nepotism laws that prevented 
the spouse of a government worker from also holding a 
government job.' 

While it is tempting to view the assault on the 
employment of married women as a simple illustration of 
gender privilege, a close examinat ion of tl1e debate over 
employment and rel ief in Fargo during the Depres ion 
reveal a ituation of much greater complexity. When 
attitudes and act ions regarding employment and rel ief for 

single women and single men are also considered, it 
becomes clear that men were not simply pri vileged over 
women. Rather, men and women who fu lfi lled cultural 
expectations and who lived their lives in confo rmity to 
widely held social values were privileged over those who 
did not. 

T he nature of the Fargo economy and job market 
in 1930 makes it an especially fruitful case study 

for the topic of gender and employment. The city lived 



i r 

North Broadway, 
downtown Fargo, 
North Dakota, circa 
1929. Inset: Fargo 
Forum want ads for 
March 6, 1931 . The 
employment crisis 
of the Great 
Depression lead 
many Fargoans to 
create a hierarchy 
under which some 
groups and 
individuals were 
identified as more 
worthy of working 
than others. 

by retail and wholesale trade and the provision of finan­

c ial, legal, medical, and personal services to res idents and 
to surrounding rural communities. The thoroughly mod­

ern trade and ervice orientation of the city's economy 
fueled a vita l and expanding female job market. Most 
single women, both established Fargoans and rural 
migrant, worked in clerical, reta il , and service occupa­

tion ,a did a relatively high percentage of married 

women. Indeed, the 1930 census showed that 17.3 per­
cent of married women in Fargo were employed outside 
the home, substantially higher than the 11 .7 percent im­
ilarly employed nationall y. At the same time, the city 
offered numerous jobs in construction, rail road ing, and 
day labor of the type that were trad itionally limited to 
men. The e jobs, as well as the numerous fa rm labor 

opportunities in the nearby countryside, made Fargo an 
attractive home to numerous single men.! 

Fargo's growth and prosperity was the main source of 
[he city 's pride, but it was accompanied by challenges to 
longstanding customs and traditions. In common with 
much of the United tates, Fargo had experienced inflated 
material expectat ions, freer and more independent atti­
tudes among women, and liberalized relation hip 
between men and women during the 1920s. But it was 
also a city, like Robert and Helen Merrell Lynd's 

Middletown, that held traditional attitudes toward family 
life and structure, and that valued cultural verities even 

as it embraced the material standards that undermined 

those va rieties.' 
The crisis of the Great Depression forced the city to 

confront the contrad iction that had ari en between tra­
ditional va lues and individual needs, realities, and expec­

tat ions. Fargoans quickly fashioned a moral hierarchy, 
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determining that some groups and individuals were more 
worthy than others. In defin ing who they considered to 
be morally entitled to work and to desirable relief, 
Fargoan displayed class bias and civic paternalism, and 
they appea led to traditional, gendered understandings of 
the needs and responsibilities of men and women. 

T he conflict over moral entitlement to employ­
ment in Fargo began with men such a Forum 

Follower complaining that they had 10 t jobs to married 
women. In 1931-32 the Fargo 

employed wives and sometimes their husbands, but not 
against the business owners whose decisions placed them 
in their positions. This reluctance to interfere with pri­
vate economic decisions, even when those ran counter to 
widely held social va lues, underscores the reali ty that, 
whi le the thirties might have been a congenial time for 
innovative public policie and rad ical politics, tl1e decade 
was also marked by a deep cultural conservatism and a 
reluctance to assert a public interest in private economic 

decisions. 
Trades and Labor Assembly 
took the lead in pressing local 
government and public agen­
cies to dismiss married women 
from their jobs. The city of 
Fargo, the school board, Cass 
County, and the chamber of 
commerce were generally 

"The main reason those married 
Fargoans who criti ­

cized married women 
fo r working frequently 
accused them of exces-

women seek employment is because 
they like to have a new car every 

sive materialism. One 
argued that "the main 
reason those married 
women eek employ-

year or so." 

responsive to this pressure, remov ing married women 
from a number of positions, with the exception of those, 
such as court reporter, for which replacements could not 
easily be found. The city even went so far as to threaten 
several firefighters, whose wives held private employment 
out ide tl1e home, with dismissal if their wives did not 
qu iL' 

C ritics of married women who were employed argued 
that employers preferred them to men on the ground 
that they wou ld accept less than a living wage. Becau e 
they were presumably supplementing the wages of a male 
breadwinner, or working for "pin money," they would 
work cheaply. Forum Follower complained that, whi le it 
cost him $125 per month to support a wife and child, his 
erstwhile employer had been able to replace him with "a 
married woman ... for $50 or $60.'" 

A sub-theme of Forum Follower's complaint was that 
those in the business community who replaced fam ily 
men with married women bore much of the respon ibility 
for the resultant economic hardship and emotional strain 
visited on fam ilies. Others, such as a "Fargo Resident," 
were more explicit, concluding that "it is the business 
man who should be criticized for employing married 
women," rather than the women themselves.' 

Though the personnel deci ion of businesses some­
times attracted critical comment, it is noteworthy that 
crit icism was not translated into action. There wa never 
an organized effort in Fargo to boycott or otherwise retal­
iate against employers who hired married women fo r posi­
tions that married men could have presumably held . 
Organized labor and government took teps against 
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ment i because they like to have a new car every year or 
so, an oriental rug or cottage at the lake," while another 
mentioned their desire for "expensive vacations, fur 
coats, radios, and other things too numerous to mention." 
C ritics also assumed that married women who worked 
necessarily neglected their fam ilies, placing their jobs over 
what ociety considered, in author Suzanne Lafollette's 
1926 phrase, their "proper and fitting aim of ex istence." 
Wives employed outside the home were frequently sensi­
tive to this criticism, admonishing their children, as court 
reporter lara Mason did, always to be on t ime to school 
and to be well groomed, lest their children's fa ilings be 
attributed to their mother's employment.' 

Husbands of working women-"yellow-fingered 
sheiks," as one critic called them-were commonly 
charged with laz iness and lack of pride, and were implic­
itly derogated for allowing tl1eir wives to be supervised by 
other men. Not only d id the ir laz iness or greed lead 
them to demand the pin money their wives earned, it 
also imperiled the efforts of other men to support their 
familie in the trad itional and proper way. One critic 
went so far as to claim that the employment of married 
women encouraged d ivorce, in part because it allowed 
them to "know more about world affa irs" than their hus­
bands d id . C learly, the employment of married women 
battered tender male psyches in a variety of ways· 

Defenders of employed married women devised strik­
ingly modem arguments to counter those made by tradi­
tionalists. "One Who Is Not Narrow Minded" asked, 
"should it not be for the married fo lks themselves to 
decide if their income is sufficient to allow them to 



purchase the things they need to furnish their home and 
live as they see fit?" And P. H . Redington suggested that 
"marriage is ... a partnership and companionship to 
which each contributes accord ing to his and her capaci­
t ies and abilitie in such occupations or professions as 
each is trained and skilled." Mrs. M. C. Osman argued 

that denying wives jobs violated the constitu t ional guar­
antee of "free and equal rights to all" and compared it to 
"bolshevism." Appea ls to individualism, meri t, and con­
st itutional rights were well within the tradition of a male­
dominated American poli ty and economy, but they ran 
counter to deep cu ltural assumptions that home and fam­
ily were maintained through hierarchy, obligat ion, sacri ­
fice, and elf-restraint. Arguments such as those of 

Redington and Osman confirmed the suspicions of cu l­
tural conservatives who believed women were becom ing 
too much like men and were consequentl y undermining 
the home.'o 

Female domesticity and middle-class status were per­
ceived as going hand in hand in Fargo during the 1930s. 
People I have interviewed from middle-class backgrounds 
remember that "all of the mothers tayed home" and can 
recall employment by neighbors only when they were 

Fargoans expected that middle-class women 
would embrace home-centered domesticity 
during the 1930s. 

widowed, divorced, or worked in the family jewelry store 
or grocery. While it wa not exactly true, a Anna 
Stevens remembered, that "there was no such thing as 
working after you were married-it was a candal," it was 
rare and was widely viewed as inappropriate. Middle­

class women who did not find caring for husbands and 

children sufficient to fulfill their ambitions were urged to 
pour the ir energies into social clubs, church work, and 
volunteer service activities in the Communi ty C hest, 
Red Cross, or Parent-Teacher Association. Stevens her­
self, an energet ic woman with a master's degree in 
botany, served on the county welfare board-an unpaid 
position that was particularly demanding during the 
Depression." 

There were a few employed married women in Fargo 

with advanced conceptions of fema le individualism and 
equali ty. C lara Mason, who had homesteaded on her 
own before World War I, was a court reporter and later a 
juvenile magistrate. Mason, who was married to an insur­
ance alesman, expressed her feminism by her act ivity in 
Quota International, of which she became district gover­
nor in 1935-36 and national president in the early 1940s. 

A perusal of the city directory indicates that at least some 
other presumably middle-class wives were 
also working outside the home by the 1930s. 
In 1932, for example, Michael and Della 
Holt were both employed, he as a 
bookkeeper at Northwestern Be ll and she as 
a stenographer at Northern and Dakota 
Trust Company. And Marcus Bod"me was a 
sale man for Jewel Tea, whi le his wife Esther 
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kept the books at Leo Johnson Furniture. The Holts and 
the Bothnes were apartment dwellers, uggesting that 
they were perhaps young and childless and that their 
two-income-earner status was thus temporary, but their 
employment suggests that at least some people whose 
occupations placed them in the middle class were ignor­
ing local social conventions." 

T he employment of wives in paying jobs was 
much more common and presumably less stigma­

ti zed in working-class families. For example, Lillian 
Ross, the wife of a bakery driver, bound books at Pierce 
Printing, while pipefitter Oscar O lson 's wife worked as a 
cook. Ruby Lein waited tables at Fargo taverns to aug­
ment the income earned by her husband Henry, a bag­
gage handler for the Great Northern Railway. And Li la 
Graber worked at a lunchroom at a meatpacking plant ro 
supplement her butcher-husband 's salary and provide for 
seven children." 

The fact that working-class wives were more likely 
than those in the middle class to be employed outside the 
home does not necessari ly mean that their employment 
was compelled by need. In a time of rapidly rising mate­
rial standards of living, such as the 1920s, even working­
clas familie came to see uch luxuries as automobiles, 
telephones, and radios as necessities. They, too, de ired 

more adequate housing for their fami lies, and aspired to 
send their children to high school, foregoing their earn­
ings. Moreover, as people came to place a greater value 
on family privacy, such tradi t ional working-cla income­
producing devices as taking in boarders and renting 
rooms might have become less attracti ve. The earning 
of working-class wives contributed to family strategies 
aimed at income dependability and maintenance of a 
decent modern standard of living." 

Regardless of what motivated working wives in Fargo, 
it is difficult to attribute the economic hardships suffered 
by most unemployed married men to those women's 
labor. As the National Industrial Conference Board and 
the National Federation of Business and Professional 
Women's Clubs emphasized at the time, in the Uni ted 
States men and women generally competed in d ifferent 
job markets. That was also the case in Fargo. The 1,109 
employed "homemakers" the census counted in 1930 
were concentrated in clerical positions, personal service, 
retail ales, nursing, and other occupations in which few, 
if any, men could be found . Conversely, occupations in 
which there was high male unemployment, such as con­
struction and day labor, were those in which men lost 
jobs because of the slowdown in business, not because 
they were replaced by women. II 

These egg-breakers at the Armour Creamery held some of the few factory jobs open to working-class 
women in Fargo during the Depression. 
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However, the complaints of 
some displaced males may not 
have been totally groundless. 
There are indications that 
some enterprises increased 
their female workforce at male 
expense. Vivian Westberg 
became the first female sav­
ings teller at the First 
National Bank in 193 1. By the 
end of the decade male tellers 
were increasingly rare, though 
men continued to hold a vir­
tua l monopoly on executive 
po ition in banking. 
Bookkeeping, billing, data 
processing, and other clerical 
positions were also enterprises 
in which women had been dis­
placing men since the late­
nineteenth century and con­
tinued to do so, especially as 
these function were mecha-

The Fargo Foundry was one of the economically sensit ive employers whose male work 
force was reduced by the downturn in business activity during the Depression. 

nized. There are also indications that women might have 
been mak ing inroads in some areas of retail sales. The 
1932 city directory showed several women working in 
furniture ales, a job traditionally dominated by men. 
Still, whi le married women may have replaced married 
men in a few jobs in Fargo and elsewhere, occupational 
segregation along gender lines generally meant that most 
male anxietie were misdirected. '• 

T he displacement of married men was not the 
only concern of Fargoans who bemoaned the 

employment of married women , however. C ritics COIll ­

plained at least as frequently that married women took 
jobs that hould go to single women. By 1930 Fargoans, 
like most other Americans, anticipated that young, single 
women would leave their parents' homes for a period of 
education and/or employment prior to marriage. This 
was expected of middle-class girls a well as young women 
from less comfortable circumstance. As Jocelyn Burdick, 
the daughter of a substantial concrete contractor, noted, 
"I alway expected to work before I was married," but 
what set her apart ftom her working-class cohorts was 
that "it never occurred to me that I would after." 
Employment helped young women bu ild nest eggs for 
marriage, provided venues in which they could meet suit­
able marriage partners, and gave them work experiences 
they might have to fall back on in the case of divorce or 

the death of a spouse. Work also provided less tangible 
benefits, such as helping young women develop self 
respect and a spirit of independence that they carried 
in to marriage. While most single women probably antic­
ipated that work would ptovide part of the foundation for 
married life, for some employment became the basis for 
an independent existence. The Fargo Business and 
Professional Women' C lub was composed of such 
women, including realtor Augusta Peterson, attorney 
Marie Stiening, and stenographers Mary Beattie and 
Anna Chisholm." 

It was the opportunity work provided for young 
women to get a start in the world, as much or more than 
the needs and responsibilities of married men, that 
seemed to be threatened by married women in the job 
market. One Fargoan asked how young women cou ld 
"get experience and become competent in work when 
they are not given a chance," and another complained 
that working wives did a "grave inju tice to the young . .. 
women." A self-described Fargo "Single Girl" concluded 
that if "the married women would quit we would have a 
better country and the single girl would have a better 
chance in this world than she has today."'8 

Concern about the effect of the employment of mar­
ried women on opportunities for single women was espe­
cially pronounced in Fargo because of the relatively large 
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number of employed wives and because unmarried 
women con tituted such a significant portion of the city' 
population and of it workers during the Depression. The 
1930 census indicated that 37 percent of the women in 
the city over the age of fifteen were ingle, and another 
lOA percent were widowed or di vorced. While many of 
these single women lived at home, or attended a college 
or a business, beauty, or nursing school, 55 percenr, or 
nearly three thousand women, were employed.'• 

T he 1930 census showed young women to be a 
particularly significanr portion of the city's popu­

lation, with women aged fifteen to twenty-nine outnum­
beri ng men in that age group by three to two. This dis­
parity illustrated the fact that Fargo was a magnet for 
rural girls from its large agricultural hinrerland , girls 
drawn to the city by its employmenr opportunities, its 
promise of personal freedom, and its relatively exciting 
social life. Freida Oster, for example, left the family farm 
in southeastern North Dakota to attend Interstate 
Business College and remained in Fargo when she 
secured employmenr keeping the books for a local haber­
dasher. In 1933 Eva Nelson left C hristine, a town about 
twenty miles south of Fargo, to ecure work in the ci ty as 
a live- in maid.20 

Fargo recognized the importance of single young 
women to its economy and society, and it provided vari­
ous paternal protections for them, especially those who 
were recent migrants from the counrrys ide. Policewoman 
A lice Duffy regularly met incoming trains in order to pro­
vide help and guidance to girls new to the city. The 
Lutheran Inner Mission Society of North Dakota, the 
Young Women's C hristian Association, and the Fargo 
Women's Boarding 

which that independence was compromised by people 
determined to watch over them. The paternalism could 
be annoying, but it could also be support ive when 
ex pres ed in oppo ition to married women competing 
with single women for job . 21 

Married women and single women operated in job 
markets that did not overlap completely. The Fargo 
Public chools hired only single, divorced, or widowed 
women as teachers and dismissed female teachers who 
married. Likewise, employers of maids-744 of whom 
were recorded by the 1930 census-hired single women 
almost exclusively and demonstrated a clear preference 
for farm girls, who were presumed to have domestic sk ills 
and be more tractable than city girls. Some employers 
dismissed female employees who married as a maner of 
course, and others had the policy of laying married 
women off fir t in times of economic stringency. The 
Armour C reamery dismissed Irene Fraser when she mar­
ried, despite her importanr position as a fi eld representa­
tive, because of the company policy aga inst employing 
married women in white-collar positions. And Frieda 
Oster obtained her job because the bookkeeper was mar­
rying and the clothier had a policy of employing single 
women exclusively. When Vivian Westberg married, First 
National Bank presidenr Fred Irish told her she'd "be the 
first to go when they let people go," though that was 
never necessary. O n the other hand , some employers pre­
ferred that female employees be married. Hospitals pre­
ferred married nur es, because they were considered more 
table and less likely to be shocked by the realities of the 

human body. And other enterprises, such a beauty shops 
and department stores featuring women's fashions, cher-

i hed employees who could 
Home Association 
all mainrained 
boarding homes and 
employment 
bureaus as isting up 
to eight hundred 
female migrants per 
year, and the 
Catholic Church 

((Poor working conditions and low 
wages are, to a great extent, brought 
about by the married women who can 
and do work for less than a living 

develop rapport with married 
customers and establish long­
term relations with them. Still , 
many clerical, retail, and per­
onal service job were open to 

both married and unmarried 

wage." 

offered a placemenr program that allowed young women 
to board with Catholic famil ie . Even in private board­
ing facilities proprietors frequently treated ingle women 
in a paternal manner, a Frieda 0 ter discovered when 
she was thrown out of her room in a family res idence for 
entertain ing a man. Young women coming to Fargo for 
economic and social independence entered a milieu in 
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women .22 

I n Fargo, as el ewhere, 
employment in trad itional 

female-dominated occupations held up relatively well 
during the Depre sion, and profe sional qualifications, 
close relation hip with employer, and valuable individ­
ual ski lls sometimes helped buffer female employee from 
competition from growing numbers of job seekers. But at 
the lower levels of the employmenr scale, in uch occupa­
tions as waitresses, cooks, dry cleaning worker, and cash 



The numerical dominance of women, married and single, in many retail lines is illustrated by this photograph of the Herbst 
Store's anniversary celebration in 1936. 

register clerks, competition for work was intense, and 
employer were not averse to taking advantage of the sit­
uation. 

The consequent depression of wages among female 
workers in Fargo was first noticed among live-in maids. 
O n March 12, 193 1, in the midst of the controversy over 
employed wives, the Community Welfare Association, 
composed of agencies participating in the Community 
C hest campaign, condemned employers of live- in maids 
in the city for callously exploit ing a job market in which 
"the supply of domestic help has been swelled" by "drasti­
cally cutting the wage scale, and in some cases offering 
no wage at all , but only room and board ." The 
Com munity Welfare Association claimed that wages for 
live-ins had dropped in two years from eight to twelve 
dollars per week, plus room and board, to three to seven 
dollarsY 

The ommuni ty Welfare Association's charge of 
exploitation was an especially noteworthy demonstration 
of civic paternalism, not least because it was directed 
against some of the very people who sat on the boards of 
member agencies and who were frequently large contribu-

tors to the Community Chest campaign. The associa­
tion's charges st imulated a number of attacks on the self­
ish rich as well as a spirited self-defense from the com­
fortable families of the city. It also fed the ongoing 
assault on the employment of married women. "A 
Woman Reader" wrote the Forum bemoaning the fact 
that "fine young girls" were "working for such starvation 
wages as $3, $5, and $7 per week," and arguing that 
"these conditions will ex ist just as long as people wi ll 
employ married women who have hu band to upport 
them." Another reader shifted the blame for poor wages 
and working condition for live- ins from their employers 
to women who worked outside the home, while posing 
moral obligations aga inst constitutional rights. "Poor 
working condit ions and low wages . .. are, to a great 
extend [sic] brought about by the married women who 
can, and do work for less than a living wage . .. . 

Everyone has the constitutional right to work, but, no 
one has the moral right to ass ist in the exploitation of 
the women, who must work." Neither of these critics of 
employed married women argued they were competi ng 
for jobs as li ve-i n maids; the demands of domestic posi-
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this threat workmen's compensa­
tion agencies such as North 
Dakota's could portray themselves 
as paternal istic protectors of 
women's interests even as they 
approved the erosion of female 
labor standards." 

Lobby of the Gardner Hotel, Fargo, circa 1930s. Jobs in clerking and cashiering 
were among those for which men and women competed in Fargo during the 
Depression. Despite the concerns expressed by the Workmen 's Compensation 
Bureau, there is no indication that men ever competed for positions stereotyped as 
women 's work, such as laundresses, waitresses, or chambermaids. 

The WC B hearings revealed 
that employers had a lready acted, 
lowering wages illegally. While 
workers in Grand Forks, Minot, 
and Bismarck were reluctant to 
testify, apparentl y because they 
feared repercu ions, employed 
women in Fargo deta iled the situ­
ation. Fargo workers testified that 
"employers have cut salaries until 
at the present time the minimum 
provided by law is the maximum 
wage that is be ing paid ," and that 
some dime-store clerk were 
receiving twenty cents an hour, far 
under the legal minimum of thir­

tions were so onerous that married women would take 
them only as a last resort. What they were suggesting 
was that the entry of married women into the job market 
was choking off more desirable opportunities for single 
women, forcing some of them into domestic service and 
other low-level positions, resulting in a sharp decline in 
wage . As one observer put it, "the wage rate automati ­
cally drop .. . becau e of the lack of employment in 
other lines. " 24 

The depression in wages at the lower end of the 
female employment spectrum was underscored when the 
Workmen's Compensation Bureau (WCB) held hearings 
in Fargo and several other citie . Under a state law 
passed in 19 19, minimum wages were et for female work­
ers such as laundresses, waitresses, chambermaid, manu­
factu ring workers, and retail clerks. In 193 2 employers 
petitioned the WCB to lower the minimum wages in the 
face of eroding price levels and declining business activi­
ty. The bureau responded, in part because it feared that 
"rather than pay the required minimums they [employers] 
would discontinue employing women workers entirely 
and place male help in their stead, no lega l wage having 
been established for the latter." Thi threat by employers 
was almost entirely empty because the covered occupa­
tion were so rigidly sex-stereotyped that virtually no 
men would even consider them. Still, by responding to 
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ty-one cent . The few employers who testified displayed 
a perverse pride in their wi llingness to take advantage of 
the intensely competitive female job market. The owner 
of a lower Front Street restaurant freely admitted that, 
while the legal minimum was $8.90 per week plus board, 
he had paid his waitresses only four dollars per week since 
1929, and that the "girls he employs have been glad to 
work for the wages he paid. " 2. 

While overall female employment held up reasonably 
well in Fargo then, wage did not, especially among the 
less ski lled. But the entry of married women into the job 
market was hardly the only cause of the female job crisis. 
Hard times drove more rural girl to town to supplement 
deteriorating family incomes, and increased numbers of 
high school and college students sought part-time work. 
In addition, young couple delayed marri age, leaving 
some young women employed or in the job market longer 
than they might have been otherwise. Those holding 
jobs tended to keep them, making it difficult for young 
and inexperienced people of either gender to find posi­
tions commensurate with their education or abilities. 

The result was crowded labor markets, little job 
mobility, and the inabili ty of some women to find 
employment appropriate to their training or their class. 
In November 1933 one young woman wrote the Forum to 
complain that "many well-trained teachers and office 



workers are forced to work in homes, restaurants, etc., 
where it i necessary for them to take orders from women 

much below them in caliber and education," a situation 
for which she blamed "married women [who] will work 
for mailer wages than single girls." In normal economic 
times single women might have embraced notions of gen­
der equality and agreed that married women should enj oy 
the right to be employed. But they were confronting a 
reality rather than an abstraction, and in that situation 

they were wi lling to appeal both to civic paternalism and 
to deeply held social values regarding the appropriate 

roles and re ponsibilities of single and married women n 

Like those who championed married men, Fargoans 
who spoke for single women were much more eager to 
attack married women for being employed than they were 
to criticize businesses for employing them. In doing so, 
they ignored the reality that some Fargo employers were 
hiring wives, in apparent disregard of mainstream commu­

nity opinion, including for clerical positions such a stenog­
raphy, which had traditionally been reserved for single 
women. Perhaps employers found married workers more 
stable and dependable than single ones. As one letter 

writer suggested, employers may have preferred married 
women because they "give more competent service than 
the young flighty Miss." Or perhaps married women would 
frequently work cheaply, lowering employers' costs at a time 
when their margins were narrow. In any event, it is clear 
that when they were given the choice between running 
their bu inesses in accordance 
with traditional social values or 
their own economic interest, at 

least some employers chose the 
path of self-interest.'8 

demand for relief on the part of women, both married 
and single, made it abundantly clear, however, that many 
Fargoans did not live their lives in accordance with 
socially sanct ioned gender roles. The number of women 
with dependent who needed relief compelled authorities 

to open a sewing room, employing up to one hundred 
women, and later a qu il t and comforter factoty that 
employed eventy-five to eighty. A bookbinding project, 
a canning project, a mattress factory, housekeeping, home 

nursing, recreational supervision, clerical work at the 
relief office, and the Fargo Nursery School employed 
dozens more. Relief officials at both the local and the 
federal levels gave the h ighest priority in work relief to 
heads of families. These were u ually men, but many 
were mothers and married women who were working to 
support families and, sometimes, to maintain husbands 
who cou ld not or wou ld not fulfi ll their familial role. In 

June 1935, for example, the Cass County Welfare Board 
discus ed the case of a woman who was trying to support 
her family, including an invalid husband, on four dollars 
a week she earned in a candy store. And in December it 
decided to provide aid for Katherine Parker, whose "good­

for-nothing husband," a janitor, had failed to uppOrt the 
family for years while she "washed, scrubbed, and 
cleaned" to earn a living. While Parker's labor potentia lly 
denied a job to a single woman, the welfare board praised 
rather than criticized her because of her longstanding 
efforts to support her family. By living her life in 
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F argoans did not pro­
pose to interfere with 

uch private hiring decisions, 
but policie regarding public 
employment and relief were a 
different matter. Just as the 
city, the state, the school 
board, and the county had 
upheld traditional notions 

regarding gender, matrimony, 

and moral entitlement during 
the 193 1 con troversy over 

employed wives, public agen­
cies responsible for the provi­
sion of work relief attempted 

to uphold those values. The 

~~~~----------~~----~~---------------------Much of the opposition to married women working was raised on behalf of single 
c3 

women, who by the 1930s were replacing men in clerical work in such venues as this 
Fargo business office. 
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accordance with one 
ocial va lue, Parker 
wa excused for vio­
lating another, or, 
more precisely, her 
husband was blamed 
for forcing her to 
violate it. The 
relief office and the 
welfare board fu r­
ther d iscovered 
that unemployed 
single women, 
whom it perhaps 
expected to be 
"ab orbed by their 
families," also 
needed aid . 
Recreation uper­
visors and nurs­
ery school teach­
ers in Fargo were 
usually single, 
unemployed 
teachers, and 

Sewing rooms were opened by relief 
authorit ies to provide support to 
women with dependents. Fargo 
Forum , April 26, 1936. 

the clerical staff 
at the relief 
office was also 
composed 
largely of sin­

gle women. till, despite broad public sympathy for 
them, single women frequently fell th rough the cracks of 
a relief structure designed mainly to upport families. 
Some of their needs were presumably addressed by non­
governmental entities, such as the "Independent Ladies 
C lub" con isting of as many as one hundred women, 
mo tly single, "preferring work rather than relief," which 
maintained an employment service in Fargo throughout 
the th i rties.19 

The realities of invalid, absent, inattentive, drunken, 
and "good-for-nothing" husbands may have forced the 
welfare board to compromise its ideals, but they did not 
compel it to abandon it understanding of the way fami­
lies hould be organized and maintained. In October 
1934, for example, the relief office sought to dismiss one 
of its cl ients, Violet Jeffries, from her clerical job when 
work relief became available for her husband, Thomas, a 
plasterer. Mrs. Jeffries protested to the welfare board, 
noting that she "wanted to keep working" and that "she 
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could not get along staying at home." She suggested that 
her husband, whom she considered too old at fifty-one 
for effi cient labo r, stay at home with their eight-year-old 
son and tllree-year-old daughter, a d ivis ion of fa milial 
respon ibility with which he was apparently comfortable. 
The board was aghast at Jeffries' suggestion . It was one 
thing when the failures of men forced women to behave 
contrary to social expectations, but that men and women 
would choose to violate those expectations on grounds of 
efficiency, preference, or convenience was unacceptable. 
"The sentiment of the Board is that the one to earn the 
living is the husband . . . " noted member Hugh Corrigan. 
"The Board [feels] that the place fo r [Mrs. Jeffries] i in 
the home taking care of the children." County relief 
administrator Thomas A . Hendricks stressed that it was a 
board rule that the "husband should work and automati ­
cally the woman stops work" and added that, when he 
learned there was a three-year-old in the home, "I did not 
ee how you could leave her. " The board was determined 

to maintain male authority and conventional gender 
roles in the Jeffries fa mily, even if the Jeffries them elves 
rejected tho e roles. JO 

T he board 's decision in the Jeffries ca e indicated 
its fea lty to widely he ld social norms, but it was 

called upon continually to mod ify its posit ion, sometimes 
due to considerations of necessity, as in the Parker case, 
and sometimes due to considerations of class ympathy, as 
in the case of Helen Kennedy, the wife of William 
Kennedy. The Kennedys were prominent contractors in 
the city, and Helen's father-in-law, James, had built the 
Carh dral of St. Mary, an impressive and graceful struc­
ture that was headquarters for the Roman Catho lic 
Diocese of Fargo, North Dakota. When the Depres ion 
struck, William was a contractor with a downtown offi ce, 
and the family lived at one of the city's prest ige addresses. 
By 1932 the city directory listed him as a carpenter, in a 
city fill ed with unemployed carpenter , and the family 
had relocated to a mode t bungalow in a lower-middle­
class neighborhood.)1 

The historical record is mute regarding the sharp 
reversal of William Kennedy's fortunes. Perhaps, like 
many builder , he was caught by the collapse in construc­
tion and the evaporation of cred it early in the 
Depression. But for whatever reason he went from being 
admired as "one of the mo t influential men in thi town, 
one of the wealthiest, one of the most responsible," to 
the degradation of being arrested for public drunkenness 
on lower Front Street. He also became a man who was 
largely supported by his wife, thereby losing an essential 



component of middle-class manhoodH 

In 1932 Helen Kennedy was hired as a welfare case­
worker by the Cass County Commission, which was so 
deluged with requests for relief that it was obliged to 
employ gatekeepers. She continued to serve as a case­
worker after the county welfare board was created in 
April 1933, and by mid-1934 she was receiving one hun­
dred dollars per month when other female caseworkers 
made e ighty to ninety dollars. When the issue of the pay 
disparity was raised at a board meeting, member P. H. 
Burton, a Fargo physician, made the argument that car­
ried the day. "I tell you if Mr . Kennedy was single and 
gett ing $90 I would say fine and dandy, but some of us 
fellows have lived here a long time and know the picture. 
We knew her father-in-law. She is support ing a husband 
and child reno " ll 

Helen Kennedy's employment was not simply a matter 
of pity-she was a trained social worker who had experi­
ence in the field prior to her marriage-but she was 
pitied. Because her husband failed to function as a man 
should-by supporting his wife and children-she was 
forced to leave the home to fu lfill the role of maintaining 
her family. While married clients could work in candy 
stores for four dollars a week, or the wives of working-
cla s men could be employed at "pin money" wages, the 
Kennedy family was expected to maintain at least a sem­
blance of middle-class respectability. And while the 
board had no compunction about telling working-class 
people such as the Jeffries how they should live and who 
should earn the family living, it treated an established 
fami ly attempting to maintain 

The strong preference of the city and such public 
agencies as the welfare board for male breadwinners, even 
when they did not want the ro le, suggests gender entitle­
ment, and the debates carried on in the pages of the 
Forum further strengthen that impress ion. However, the 
attitudes Fargoans held , and acted upon, in regard to sin­
gle men make it clear that such an impression, while gen­
era lly correct, is misleading. It was important that one be 
a male, but more important that he be a man, which 
meant that he fulfilled the obligations to society-espe­
cially the obligations of marriage, fatherhood, and fam ily 
maintenance-that men were expected to fulfill. 
Because they failed to fu lfill the obliga tions society 
placed on men, bachelor did not enj oy the sympathy on 
which other men could partially depend." 

S ingle men were not as significant numerically in 
Fargo's popu lation as were single women, but they 

were a recognizable demographic component of the city. 
The 1930 census showed 3,407 single men over the age 
of fifteen in Fargo. Of these, perhaps 1,500 were thirty or 
older, and disproportionate numbers of the older men 
were immigrants. It is as d ifficult to generalize about the 
condi tions of single men in Fargo as it is about those 
experienced by single women. Fargo had its share of wid­
owers, of course, and at least some confirmed bachelors in 
comfortable economic circumstances. Many single men 
were presumably students going to college, or learning 
auto mechanics, barbering, or some other trade. Some 
single men continued to li ve with parents or other family 
members long after reaching their majority. When Lloyd 

Burley died at 
the trappings of a midd Ie-class 
standard of living with discretion 
and respect. But Kennedy's one 
hundred dollars a month hardly 
compensated for her humiliation 
in having to work to support a 
failed husband and her children, 

tiThe sentiment of the Board is that the 
one to earn the living is the husband. 
The place for [Mrs. Jeffries] is in the 
home taking care of the children." 

forty-seven in 
1938, for example, 
he was a laborer 
living with his 
sister. Ernest 
Falconer, a single 
truck driver, was 

a humiliation that would have 
been exceeded only by the humiliat ion of having to go 
on relief and suffer the sort of demeaning degradations 
she now visited on others. By their willingness to employ 
a married woman and to compensate her at a higher level 
than her peers, the welfare board demonstrated a sensi ­
tivity to the special needs of what had once been a lead­
ing Fargo fam ily. But tlleir act ion in the Jeffries case-on 
which, ironically, Kennedy was the caseworker-shows 
that the welfare board was less sensitive to the needs, 
desires, and pride of women in the working class. 

still living at 
home with his invalid parents in 1935 when he died at 
forty-two H 

The lives of Burley, Falconer, and others like them 
revolved in part around families, to whom they presum­
ably owed obligations. The single men who drew Fargo's 
attention-and its contempt-were different. They were 
unattached men who never had fami lies or who had 
deserted them or otherwise lost contact with them. 
Their tendency to cluster together, in the lower Front 
Street area or in one of the city's several shack colonies, 
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A Works Progress Administration work crew on a river cleanup project in Fargo, about 1936. 

made them a recognizable social group in the city, as did 
the occupational pattern many shared. During the spring 
and summer numerous single men worked on farms, often 
in Ca s County, in jobs secured for them by loca l employ­
ment agencies or with farmer with whom they had a 
longstanding relationship. Others stayed in town, work­
ing odd jobs, construction, or other positions requiring 
unski lled labor. In the fall and winter, those on farms 
returned to town, where they supplemented their seasonal 
savings by handling freight, shoveling snow, delivering 
packages, and undertaking other casual day labor. An 
April 1936 investigation by the Forum of a group of 
"shack dwellers" in a scrap metal yard near the river 
sheds some light on the working lives of some ingle 
men. Many had already left town for farm employment, 

but one detai led the pattern of odd jobs that sustained 
him, "In winter he shovels snow, carries ashes, tends fur­
naces. In summer he mows lawns and tend gardens. He 
has had a steady job removi ng and putting on storm and 
screen windows for ... a number of householders." 
W hen funds from such work ran short, as was frequently 
the case, single men depended on help from such private 
agencies as the Salvation Army and the Union Mission, 
and if they had established residency they could receive 
general assistance from Cass County.J5 
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When they were in town these men lived in cheap 
rooms, flophouses, or shacks, mostly in the lower down­
town area near the Red River. Shack that could accom­
modate one to eight people were especially popular with 
single men, and in the 1930s, when zoning regulations 
were extremely lax, they cou ld be thrown up almost any­
where. Single men' shacks were numerous behind busi­
nesses on lower Front Street, in partially developed resi­
dential subdivisions such as Belmont Park, on Fargo's 
south side, and on private property where landowners 
were willing to rent space for a nominal fee. The" hack 
dwellers" profiled by the Forum in 1936 lived free at the 
Johnson brothers' scrap yard, the proprietors reasoning 
that their presence kept thieves away.l6 

Prior to the on et of the Depression, single men 
entered Fargo's con ciousnes most frequently when they 
ran afoul of law enforcement. Many single men engaged 
in behav iors that were at once cause and effect of their 
single status, such as drinking, fighting, gambling, and 
patronizing prostitutes. They were often the victims, and 
sometimes the perpetrators, of property crimes and violent 
crimes. By the standards of Fargo in the 1930s, their lives 
were too often disorderly, unhappy, and even chaotic, as 
articles in the Forum and coroner's and police records 
abundantly indicate. In August 1935, for example, shack 



dweller John Bakke was hit by a streetcar while drunk 
and bled to death . In April of the next year seventy-two­
year-old Otto Mohr, a German immigrant, died from 
drinking denatured alcohol in a Front Street rooming 
house. In September 1936 Alex Hanson, fifty-one, died 
in the Front Street shack he shared with three other men 
as a result of drinking canned heat. In November shack­
dweller and Swedish immigrant Ernest Stromberg was 
found dead of expo-

C riticized for competing with married men for pri­
vate employment, single men often found them­

selves shut out of public employment as well. In January 
193 1 the Fargo C ity ommission decided to require on 
city projects that "the contractor agrees that in the per­
formance of the public work . .. other things being equal, 
he will employ ... only citizens and residents of the City 
of Fargo who are the head [sic] of families." In September 

of that year the Cass County 
ure. And in 

September 1938 
laborer Pete Larson 
burned to death in a 
barn behind 208 
Front Street. The 

"The contractor agrees that he will 
employ only citizens and residents of 
Fargo who are the head of families." 

Commission added a similar 
stipulation to its contracts'" 

Single men who managed to 
get on public payrolls were 
roundly criticized. When he 
discovered in October 1932 

coroner concluded 
he had been drunk and had fallen asleep while smoking.J7 

Concentrated at the bottom of the occupational cale, 
in jobs that were frequently highly sensitive to the level 
of economic activity, single men were among the first to 
feel the onset of the Depression in Fargo. A early as 
March 1930 the Forum carried complaints that seasonal 
workers were taking jobs as cooks, waiters, and counter­
men at cafes, depriving "experienced men in this class of 
the best advantage and [cutting] down the wage scale," 
and in Augu t a Fargoan complained that "men who ... 
have no one but themselves to upport" were taking jobs 
from "married men with families ... very badly in need 
of work." J8 

> __ ------~:_:::=:Es~h~a:ckk1D~wZsi 
H ble Chorus Be It Ever So urn . 

bl' it t\'er ~o humble, I 
.' lart ot your ('1\\'" : IHl\e ~ ' l\i\t 1)\IH· e~ or 

t'olhlllg lik. !ahP If .. dofA'1l men. ~ ho u J rivH b&uk and 
~t1mt' flt 0 a . 'le on th f' !"'of 

is t!\e !J r 'he scra p Iron P' ._ f tably. 
tbelT ('I\\o n out,O . dentl)' and eouuor 

live in them Ind('~n 

Fargo Forum, April 26, 1936. 

that some single men were 
employed on a road-paving job west of town, Fargoan E. C. 
Furcht, a switchman on the Northern Pacific Railroad, 
complai ned bitterly to the Forum that they earned as much 
as married men. The twelve-dollar weekly salary was a 
"princely sum" to a single man, Furcht contended, becau e 
"he may buy a quart of alcohol, rent an automobile, [and] 
patronize night clubs and speakeasies." Meanwhile, his 
"co-worker with a fam ily must ask the wife and mother to 
count the pelmies to buy a loaf of bread, and there will not 
be any butter to go with it for the kiddie either." Furcht's 
objection to placing single men on a plane with married 
men did not derive solely from the suppo ed immoral per­
sonal behavior of the fonner, though that was a major con­
sideration and was related to Furcht's main point, which 
wa that the public authorities who hired single men 
undennined married men who lived their lives in accor­
dance with cherished ocial values and expectations. 
Furcht complained that public officials turned society's va l­
ues on their heads when they hired single men and paid 
them the same as those who were married: 

Up to a few years ago the man who married, raised a 
family and worked hard and steadi ly to support and 
educate his children wa looked up to in his commu­
nity. He was a man, worthy of respect. Nowappar­
ently, that mode of living is not to be tolerated. He 
who has ordered hi living along those lines must be 
made to suffer, and also his family must suffer, and 
have held up before their eyes, a a hining example, 
the man who has not married, the man who has been 
too selfish to shou lder any respon ibility.·o 
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L argely dependent on low-wage, economically sen­
sitive muscle jobs and hunned by public employ­

ers, si ngle men found it increa ingly difficult to maintain 
even the ir modest living standard. More needed help 
from welfare agencies and Cass County, and needed it 
earl ier than was normally the ca e, creating pressures on 
avai lable funds. And when they approached private 
agencies or the county for ass istance, they were accused of 
being debauchees and layabouts. In January 1932 the 
Community Welfare Association decided to require single 
men to work for d1eir aid as a means of trimming some 
from the ro ll of private agencie , and the Forum carried 
complaints that ingle men refu ed to work on farms for 
"board and room, but no wages" because, "supported with 
the necessities of life by charitable" agencies, they" ee no 
reason to work for what they now receive for nothing." 
A few days later County Commissioner Garfield Hoglund 
complained that "during January, Cass County paid 
approximately $1,100 for room and board of ingle men. 
These men were given rooms in Fargo and were fed at 
restaurants or some of the cheaper boarding house. 
During the day many did nothing but loaf around pool 
halls." Hoglund believed that county ass istance had been 

overly generous and was consequently attracti ng many 
single men who soaked up funds that shou ld go to 
families. His solution was to have a barracks constructed 
at the Cas County Poor Farm, north of d1e c ity, for the 
housing of single men the following winter. Hoglund 
argued that "by forcing single men to move out ide the 
city, wher pleasures they now enjoy would not be ava il­
able, I be lieve we can rid ourselves of many of the men 
who hang around Fargo during the winter and 'sponge' 
off the county." The County Commission agreed and 
constructed a barracks for ixty-five to seventy men, who 
wou ld chop their own wood, eat "salt pork, beans and 
plenty of vegetable stew" and sleep on "straw mattresses" 
with "no prings ... •1 

The federal relief programs launched by Franklin D. 
Roosevelt's New Deal administration, beginning with the 
Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) in 
1933, alleviated the loca l funding crisis that had brought 
forth this draconian o lution, but they were hard ly boons 
for single men. There wa never enough FERA money to 
meet all local needs, and d1e welfare board put its empha­
sis on aid ing heads of households, including women, 
many of whom had been covered previously under North 

Dakota mothers' pen­
sions. Most single men 
were thrown on county 
general assi tance, if they 
were granted any aid at 
all. This solution was 
consistent with FERA 
guidelines that gave prior­
ity to heads of fam ilie 

.. --------------------------------------------~ 

and suggested that both 
"local homele per ons 
and wandering tran ients" 
be confined to barracks 
such as that at the ass 
County Poor Farm. As 
the magazine New 
Republic noted at the 
time, "this recommenda­
tion ... is equivalent to 
an endorsement of dis­
cri minatory standards of 
relief for local residents 
on the basis of marital 
status. It mean that oli­
tary ... men . .. will Employment on city public works projects, such as the construction of the Fourth Street Dam 

in 1939, was usually limited to male heads of famil ies. 
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continue to receive relief on a level 
of decency and adequacy far 
below that allowed to married 
Inen ."4Z 

The C ivil Works 
Administration (CWA), which 
operated in the winter of 1933-34, 
should have provided greater oppor­
tunities for single men, both because 
it offered mainly male-oriented work 
relief and because one was not 
required to be on the ex isting relief 
ro les to receive public employment. 
Once again, however, family heads 
received priority, prompting single men 
to protest. O n December 19, 1933, 

alter social values that privileged married 
men. S ingle men were able to get federal 
work relief only when families had been 
cared for, and then they were treated in 
a discriminatory manner relative to 
heads of famili es receiving aid. In June 
1934 the welfare board decided to pay 
married men on FERA work relief fif­
teen dollars a week, while giving sin-
gle men nine dollars for the same 
work. Board member P. H. Burton 
said "I think married men should 
have preference over single men. 
As far as I am concerned, I would 
not give a single man a pleasant 
look." Late r, single men on Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) 
projects who fai led to save suffi ­
cient funds to carry themsel ves 
through the winter were denied 
any supplementary funds from 

more than one hundred single men 
crowded into the county courthouse to 
demand that county relief director 
Hendricks provide them "with jobs on 
CWA projects or county relief." O ne sin­
gle man uggested to the Forum that the 
relief office apparently expected single men 

mber 19, 1933 the county. Discrimination 
Forum Dece 

Fargo' against people on relief was vig-
"to hibernate through the winter." Another, 
Torgie Torgerson, cleverly attacked the moral advantage 
married men had in the struggle for relief funds: 

A llotment of employment by the CWA completely 
ignores the single man. Aside from the veterans 
[who were eligible for the Veterans' C ivilian 
Conservation Corps), the married man is [the] great 
and favored one, whereas the single man is the real 
worthy hero of this cause . . .. He is doing the nat ion 
an extreme favor by remaining Single, and not add ing 
a great multiple burden by 

orously and systematically protested by the 
Fargo Trades and Labor Assembly and such rad ical group 
as the Fargo Holiday Association and the Workers 
Alliance, a WPA union, but defenses of single men by 
such groups were conspicuous by their rarity. Virtually 
everyone concerned with relief in Fargo, from the welfare 
board to most of the clients, seemed to agree that aiding 
single men was the lowest priority." 

Single men denied work relief were thrown on 
county ass istance ro lls, inhabited mainly by the 

aged, people suffering severe mental and phys ical handi-
caps, and others deemed 

bringing children in to the 
world. On the other hand, 
we find the other fellow, a 
weakling who rushes in to 
marriage and brings children 

"The single man is the real 
worthy hero of this cause." 

"unemployable." While those 
on CWA and WPA rolls 
received cash for their work, 
people on county general as is-

into the world and then starts to whine and plead in 
agony, having added the groans of his wife to his 
own, insisting that "I am a married man with a fam ily 
and should be given all the attention and help in my 
poverty. "43 

The complaints and protests of Torgerson and other 
single men in the winter of 1933-34 fai led to change a 
relief policy that placed them firmly at the bottom, or to 

tance were given rent and gro­
cery vouchers and commod ities distributed through the 
county commissary. It was a dismal and demean.ing life. 
County records show that two to three hundred single 
men rece ived help from the county every winter, begin­
ning in 1933-34, and that they constituted about 15 per­
cent of those receiving some kind of relief. Caseworker 
reported that single male clients usually lacked family, 
had los t touch with their families, or were alienated from 
them. In the summer they could usually get seasonal 
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Loungers-likely single men-relaxing in front of a lower Front Street rooming house, circa 1920. By the 1930s the county 
boarded single men in cheap, unsanitary rooming houses. 

work, but as caseworker James Thompson noted in 1935, 
"during the summer the wages are so small and they 
spend what they make; in the winter they have no 
money saved up." The fact that most of Thompson's 149 
clients were "from 55 to 83 years of age" made it unlikely 
that they would become completely elf- upporti ng in the 
future." 

The county handled the unwanted burden of single 
men as cheaply a possible. It did not repeat the barracks 
experiment of 1932-33, apparently because of discontent­
ment and disorder among the inmates. As Hendricks put 
it in 1934, "we do not like to congregate. Regard less of 
care they do get to talking." Solutions that were nearly 
as inexpensive as barracks were devised. In 1933-34 the 
county boarded most single men in cheap rooming houses 
fo r forty cents per man per day, though Hendricks admit­
ted that "the men were forced in many instances to occu­
py un anitary rooms and were fed largely on donuts and 
coffee." The next winter the county doubled single men 
up in rooms that rented for a maximum of $1.50 per 
week. Kathryn Tharalson of the county FERA office 
found the rooms "unsanitary in the extreme, fou l with 
vermin and other filth ."46 

T he welfa re board was evidently afraid that even 
the e feral conditions would accustom single men to lives 
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as county charges, because it moved quickly to curtail 
ass istance whenever the possibility of private employ­
ment appeared. In April 1934, for example, Ivan teele 
10 t the $4.30 in general as istance he received every 
week-and for which he was compelled to work fo rty 
hours on the county woodpile-when he refused to take 
a farm job paying fifteen dollars a month plus board and 
room. Despite Steele's protests that he "was not an expe­
rienced farm hand" and that he "had a job coming up in 
the city with .. . a mov ing contractor," the welfare board 
refused to reconsider. In the summer of 1935 all single 
men still on the rolls were cut off entirely by the welfare 
board because fa rmer wanted help and "their being on 
relief produces no incentive for them to make thei r own 
living." While such curtailments of relief were harsh, 
some county offic ials wondered aloud why the public 
should care for single men at all, urging instead that they 
hould be compelled to work year-round for farmers "for 

room and board, clothing and tobacco money" in tead of 
wages." 

The welfare board eventually came up with a solution 
to what it believed would be the enduring problem of 
providing relief for ingle men. Beginning in the winter 
of 1936-37 the county hou ed single men on general 
assistance at the "Men's Bureau" at Longfellow School, 



which had been clased by the schaal baard same years 
befare. Lacated next to the Great Narthern tracks an 
the narth side af town, Langfellaw Schaal had served in 
1933 as the headquarters af the Unemplayed Men's 
C lub, which maintained a labar exchange and cammi -
sary there. From December 1933 through October 1935 
it had been a FERA transient center. It became avail­
able to the caunty when the WPA and Sacial Security 
assumed mast FERA functians, putting that agency aut 
af busines . The federal gavernment had canstructed 
caaking, dining, and sleeping facilities that made 
La ngfe llaw an especially attract ive venue for single men 
needing ass istance .... 

The caunty was determined to make life at the Men's 
Bureau tough. The inmates were campelled to wark at 
such jabs as chapping waad and shaveling snaw to earn 
their keep. They were prevented from having liquar­
thaugh they did receive ten cents warth af tabacca a r 
candy bars per week-and they lived in canditians that 
were partan by any defin itian. Indeed, the caunty 
baasted in January 1939 that it could keep a man at the 
bureau far just twenty-five cents per day. Life was so. 
harsh there that many refused to repart, giving the relief 
affice an excuse to. deny them any aid, while athers 
reparted and then left-between seventy-fi ve and ane 
hundred in the fall af 1936 alane. Still, enra llment was 
high, and as late as January af 1939 the caunty was haus­
ing 178 men at the Men's Bureau.'· 

When Fargaans cansidered the worthiness af jab 
ha lders and relief recipients, they thaught in 

terms af an infa rmal and flex ible hierarchy apen to 
amendment an the basis af class a r admirable persanal 
characteristics, but a hierarchy supparted by broad agree­
ment. t the top were married men with dependents, 
then single wamen trying to get a start in the warld a r 
live an independent life, and then married wamen, 
except in cases such as thase af Helen Kennedy and 
Katherine Peter and a thers whase husband' fai lures as 
providers campelled them to suppart familie. At the 
ba ttom, in Fargo. as elsewhere, were the single men, 
whase status just slightly abave transients was under­
scared by the ir institutianalizatian in a fac ility des igned 
to. house transients. 

The degree to which Fargoans lived in accardance 
with widely held social values regarding family and gen­
der went a long way toward determining their worthiness 
in the eyes of their neighbors. In Fargo, married men 
deserved wark and attractive relief na t primarily because 
they were males, but because they were fulfi lling an 

essential social purpose and upholding valued and endan­
gered cu ltural norms. They had shouldered the burden of 
marrying, creating fami lies, caring for women and chil­
dren, and maintaining the faundation af a moral and 
well-ordered society. They stood against the forces of 
selfishness, individualism, and materialism that threat­
ened that society, whether expressed by wives who 
worked outside the home, husbands who urged them to 
do so, or single men who refused to play the socially 
sanctioned roles of adult males. As E. C. Furcht had put 
it so. well , the husband and father "was a man, worthy of 
respect. " 50 

David B. Danbam is a professor of history at North 
Dakota tate University at Fargo. A Colorado 
native, he received his Ph.D. from Stanford 
University in 1974, the year he came to North 
Dakota. Dr. Danbom has written extensively about 
agricu lture and rural life and on American progres­
sive political history. His mast recent baak is "Born 
in the Country": A His toT)' of Rural America, pub­
lished by Jahns Hapkins University Press in 1995. 
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