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Introduction 

 The effects of catastrophe and hardship are often extremely far-reaching.  An event that 

covers a relatively short amount of time can, depending on a variety of factors such as location or 

number of persons affected, have an incredible impact on the collective memory of a region.  

This is certainly true of the blizzards that hit the northern plains during the 1880s, both the long 

winter of 1880-1881 and the January 12, 1888 blizzard.  Over a century later, bringing up the 

subject of the blizzards of the 1880s can provoke strong reactions in the descendents of those 

who lived through these storms.   

 I went home the other weekend and visited my grandparents.  My grandpa's mother was a 

young child living in eastern Dakota during the 1888 blizzard and remembered it very vividly, 

telling her children and grandchildren about her memories of the storm.  When my grandpa heard 

that I was doing research on 1880s blizzards, he responded by commenting simply but with 

considerable emotion, ―That was a terrible time.‖  Although he did not experience it first hand, 

he grew up hearing stories about the huge blizzard of 1888, held up as the standard by which to 

measure a ―bad storm.‖  Nothing to date can match it. 

 Just what was so memorable about the blizzards of the 1880s?  What sets them apart from 

earlier (and even later) blizzards which also undoubtedly tested pioneers' ability to survive? The 

first, striking in the winter of 1880-1881, was not one blizzard but a seemingly unending 

succession of blizzards that left the inhabitants of places such as De Smet, South Dakota without 

coal or sufficient food for many months.  This winter was the inspiration for Laura Ingalls 

Wilder’s book The Long Winter, written decades later during the Great Depression.  On January 

12, 1888, just seven short years after the ―long winter,‖ inhabitants of the northern plains and 

prairies were struck by the blizzard that has come to be known as the ―Schoolchildren’s 
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Blizzard‖ because of the fact that many of its fatalities were children on their way home from 

school.  Although the exact number of people killed as a result of this storm is not known, for 

many of those who lived through it, this blizzard stands as a defining moment in the story they 

tell of their experience living on the Great Plains.  The winter weather of the 1880s seems to 

have been a constant reminder to those living on the Midwestern frontier in the late nineteenth 

century that life was anything but certain – that their attempts to predict weather or protect 

themselves against it were only as effective as the severity of the storm allowed.  In the case of 

these 1880s pioneers, they were truly at the mercy of the elements.   

This was also a world in which science and religion collided, at least in practice.  By and 

large Midwesterners were at least marginally religious, raised to believe in a God who could 

theoretically command the wind and the waves.  In respect to American sensibilities about 

skepticism and doubt rampant in Europe in the nineteenth century, it is likely that many 

Americans were impacted by Scottish Common Sense Realism, which was ―a theory of the 

socially fostered culture of the innate powers of the mind‖ rather than a view of the world in 

which the very ability to know if there was a God was in question.
1
  People who held to this 

philosophy believed that common sense and the mind were powerful and useful tools in 

determining truth.  If it made sense that there was a God who created the universe and was 

intimately involved in the lives of His people, it must be true.    

But, by the last quarter of the nineteenth century,
2
 mainstream America was also being 

increasingly influenced by deism, which made room for the possibility that one could be 

intellectually responsible and not believe in a personal God.   This philosophy of religion held 

                                                           
1 Knud Haakonssen, ―Scottish Common Sense Realism,‖ in A Companion to American Thought, ed. Richard 

Wightman Fox & James T. Kloppenberg (Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers, 1995), 619. 

2 ―Scottish Common Sense Realism,‖ in A Companion to American Thought, 619. 
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that nothing was for certain – God may very well exist, but it could not be proven conclusively.  

The increasing importance of science was making belief in God intellectually unnecessary.  This 

rise in the applicability of science caused people to tend to look to science as explanation for 

natural phenomena more often than they did to God.   

This did not mean, however, that most 1880s pioneers were non-religious, forgetting God 

in favor of atheism.  In fact, the opposite seems to be the case.  Some people writing about the 

blizzards of the 1880s made specific references to the importance of their faith in God in 

sustaining them through hardship.  Others made no obvious reference to God or religion but still 

displayed a distinctively American Protestant or at least Christian way of looking at the world.  

Although science was making a huge impact on the way that people explained natural events 

such as blizzards, it seems to have changed little else in terms of their belief in a God actively 

involved in the world.   

What made blizzards worse than other hardships faced by Midwest pioneers of the late 

nineteenth century?  In The Children's Blizzard, David Laskin writes: 

Norwegian immigrant Lars Stavig said of his new home in Day County, Dakota Territory.   

 ―Many a brave pioneer who came out here with great hopes and plans for a long, 

 prosperous and happy life, in his own home with his family, was cut down in the prime of 

 life.  This cruel, treacherous enemy, the blizzard, spared no one‖...In a blizzard the 

 essentials of their lives—their solitude, their exposure, the distances between their 

 houses, the featurelessness of the landscape, the difficulty of communication—turned 

 against them...If limitless space was the ultimate blessing of the prairie, a blizzard was the 

 ultimate curse.  It was the disaster that epitomized all the others.
3
 

 

Blizzards were unique in their ability to isolate those caught in their wake.  In a world which 

simultaneously depended on and was characterized by isolation, a blizzard threatened the 

pioneers' survival in a way that other natural disasters did not.  Trains were often delayed, 

                                                           
3 David Laskin, The Children's Blizzard (New York: Harper Perennial, 2004), 54. 
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communication with the outside world stalled, and even the ability to visit one's neighbors was   

highly dangerous or impossible.  The open freedom and isolation of the prairie became its 

inhabitants' destruction.   

 Is the time period during which many of the memories of these blizzards were recorded 

also significant?  Laura Ingalls Wilder's The Long Winter was published in 1940, and In All Its 

Fury, a compilation of recollections of the January 12, 1888 blizzard was published in 1947.  

These sources represent the majority of readily available primary material, and both were 

published in the same decade, around the time when those who remembered life on the northern 

plains in the 1880s were becoming more and more rare.   

 That is not all.  It is also important to consider the circumstances under which these books 

were published.  The Long Winter came on the heels of the Great Depression; In All Its Fury was 

published soon after the closing of the Second World War.  Both books contain seemingly 

political themes, Wilder being more overt about such references.   By the mid-twentieth century, 

the older generation seemed to look back on the pioneer era with nostalgia and a certain amount 

of longing.  The world had changed so much since those ―simpler‖ days, and those who had 

lived through the many changes wished to impart these older values to a new generation that at 

times seemed to have no concept of the pioneers' struggle.   

 Does this mindset make it more difficult to trust the accuracy of these accounts?  Or, are 

the accounts of these blizzards accurate recollections of trials that were given additional meaning 

by similarly difficult events that took place decades later?  It seems that the latter is true.  

Although the accounts share similar themes that may very well have been shaped by twentieth 

century experiences, the information itself seems to remain true to newspaper accounts of the 

1880s.  The difficult nature of the events of the 1930s and 1940s adds a rich layer to these 
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stories, giving twentieth and even twenty-first century readers a way to apply what the pioneers 

experienced to their own experience as Americans living on the northern plains. 

Role of Weather Forecasting in the 1880s 

 A significant difference between life in the Midwest in the 1880s compared to the 1940s 

was the availability of weather forecasting.  Weather observations in the 1880s Midwest were far 

from achieving twentieth century standards of effectiveness.  It is first important to note that 

these observations were for the most part strictly reactionary.  There was little effort or ability to 

engage in weather forecasting as it is understood today.  In fact, it was not until 1917 that 

―forecasts (later based on computer model simulations) eventually replaced the real-time 

reporting of weather observations and corresponding maps that during those early years served 

as the basis for tracking weather.‖
4
  When ―indications‖ (the word then for what is known now as 

―weather forecasting‖) were attempted in the 1880s, they were, practically speaking, almost 

useless. Either they were long term and too general to be reliable or useful, or they were very last 

minute and based on relatively little information.  Even when these indications were timely and 

correct, they lacked the means of being spread to the general public.   

 Long-range forecasts are one example of the implied precedence, practically speaking, of 

science over religion.  In January of 1886, the Sioux County Herald included a weather forecast 

for the month of January.  Including fairly specific forecasts for each of the days of the month, 

this forecast was ―a statement of the probable weather in January, prepared by Nebraska's 

weather prophet Prof. E. J. Couch.‖  Readers were to ―cut it out and paste it in your hat for 

                                                           
4 Kenneth G. Hubbard, ―The History of Weather Observations in the Western United States,‖ JOW 40, no. 3 (2001) 

29. 
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reference.‖
5
  What is interesting to note here is the religious language employed in describing the 

man who prepared the forecast.  He is a ―weather prophet,‖ and his opinions are purportedly so 

important that the reader should keep the forecast in a place where they can refer to it daily.  

Although one could not necessarily claim this ―weather prophet‖ to have taken the place of any 

religious figure or institution, and it is unclear how much value people actually attached to these 

types of forecasts, it is clear that people viewed science, and, more specifically, weather 

forecasting, as legitimate enough to justify the use of pseudo-religious language.   

 Weather forecasting was not always quite so ―scientific.‖  Midwestern pioneers relied 

heavily on weather ―proverbs‖ to predict both the severity of a particular winter or the arrival of 

bad weather.  These proverbs were well-known, reflecting a relationship to the land that was 

necessary for survival.  In The Long Winter, Laura's father relies heavily on these proverbs in 

predicting that the coming winter would be harsh: 

  Pa was shaking his head.  ―We're going to have a hard winter,‖ he said, not liking 

 the prospect.   

  ―Why, how do you know?‖  Laura asked in surprise. 

  ―The colder the winter will be, the thicker the muskrats build the walls of their 

 houses,‖ Pa told her.  ―I never saw a heavier-built muskrats' house than that one.‖
6 

 

This was not the only way of forecasting winter used by pioneers; one was able to forecast 

winter by animals, insects, plants, weather itself, fire, and the moon.  Most of these so-called 

proverbs were logical enough; a bad winter was coming if ―squirrels begin gathering nuts early 

(middle or late September),‖
7
 and a storm was to be expected if ―a heavy cloud comes up in the 

southwest and seems to settle back again.‖
8
  Others lacked any obvious basis in reality: ―The 

                                                           
5 ―January Storms,‖ Sioux County Herald, January 7, 1886. 

6 Laura Ingalls Wilder, The Long Winter (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1968), 12. 

7 Eliot Wigginton, The Foxfire Book (Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1972), 208.   

8 ―Storm Proverbs,‖ Sioux County Herald, November 29, 1888. 
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number of days old the moon is at the first snow tells how many snows there will be that 

winter.‖
9
  Many of these proverbs were simply the result of using common sense and making 

shrewd observations of one's environment.   

 It seems, then, that weather forecasting by ―scientific‖ means had not yet achieved 

enough dependability to allow it the same place in the public consciousness as simple common 

sense knowledge gained from a relationship with the land.  An article from the San Francisco 

Chronicle reprinted in the Sioux County Herald discussed the use of common sense in predicting 

storms rather than relying on so-called ―weather prophets‖: 

  It does not always require that a man should be a prophet to make a shrewd guess 

 as to what the weather will be some months in advance…We know, for instance, that one 

 extreme is likely to follow another.  If one winter is extremely cold it is highly probable it 

 will be followed by another correspondingly moderate… 

  …It does not follow from these general rules that anyone will ever be able to tell 

 beforehand how many inches of rain will follow in any given year or predict the coming 

 of a storm several months in advance, its violence, and the length of its continuance.  The 

 weather in any particular part of the world is dependent on general causes that affect a 

 hemisphere or the entire globe…Changes in the sun modify the earth's climate very 

 considerably…
10 

 

This dependence on common sense seems at first glance to be a rejection of the legitimacy of 

science, specifically weather forecasting.  In some ways, it was.  It was at the least an indication 

of the public attitude toward this particular aspect of science.  According to David Laskin, ―…the 

press and the public still believed that forecasting the weather was more hocus-pocus—or 

hoax—than science…‖
11

  Americans simply did not see the practicality of attempting to forecast 

weather; it rarely happened in a timely fashion anyway.   

                                                           
9 Wigginton, The Foxfire Book, 210. 

10 ―Weather and Common Sense,‖ Sioux County Herald, January 3, 1889. 

11 Laskin, The Children's Blizzard, 110. 
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 However, it could be argued that this dependence on common sense and a relationship to 

the land was in place as a result of the practical impossibility of having access to regular 

scientific weather forecasting, not necessarily because of a distrust of these ―prophets.‖  

Scientific measurements of winter weather were valued, at least as a way of explaining weather 

that had already occurred.  When reminiscing about the January 12, 1888 blizzard years later, Jay 

D. Rising commented, ―I have often wondered what combination of weather conditions ever 

resulted in such a storm.  Even today, when we have a warm winter morning, I caution my folks 

to prepare for a sudden change in the weather.‖
12

  Although the fact that he wrote this decades 

later when weather forecasting had developed greatly may have played a role in this comment, 

the way he speaks about the effects that this particular storm had on him leads the reader to 

assume that these effects were ongoing – beginning right after the storm and continuing to the 

present day.   

 This concern with scientific measurements of weather is also shown through newspaper 

reports.  Immediately following a cold snap that covered much of the country, the Sioux Valley 

News of Canton, Dakota Territory published a story detailing ―what the thermometer told about it 

at Chicago and elsewhere.‖
13

  In addition to telling of the hardship in cities such as Atlanta which 

was not accustomed to below-zero temperatures, it included low temperatures for cities all over 

the country.  The limitations of meteorology in predicting storms or preventing their potential 

danger for the people in their wake did not seem to stop the advancement of science or even its 

partial popular support. 

                                                           
12 W. H. O'Gara, In All Its Fury (Lincoln, NE: Doris Jenkins, 1947), 279-280. 

13 ―The Polar Wave,‖ Sioux Valley News,January 18, 1884.   
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 It would be easy to assume that people either accepted science wholeheartedly at the 

expense of religious explanations or that they rejected science in favor of alternative world-

views.  However, at times people displayed a scientific mindset in their explanation of natural 

phenomena and simultaneously looked to God for strength, comfort and meaning.  J. R. Bratley, 

in telling the story of his mother's experience in an 1884 Kansas blizzard, writes: ―The wind 

increased in velocity and the temperature continued to go down until by morning it was about 11 

below zero.‖
14

  He later quoted his mother as having said, ―As I thought about the experience, I 

was more and more amazed and horrified.  I could not see how I had accomplished the feat.  But 

I did not do it in my own strength.  It is God who shows us the way out of such difficulties.‖
15

  

For this particular blizzard survivor, there was no problem in using scientific language, at least to 

describe her environment to her son, while giving credit to God for preserving her life.  This 

account is an excellent example of someone looking back on past experiences through the lens of 

the present and drawing meaning and purpose with which to deal with the present. 

Nature as Alive 

 Many accounts of 1880s blizzards used pseudo-religious language in describing the 

elements.  The blizzard, even if not coming directly from God, was still personified in important 

ways.  R. M. Turner of Lincoln, Nebraska, writing of the 1888 blizzard, comments, ―Anyone 

who encountered that diabolical storm of January, 1888, even under conditions of comfort and 

safety, can never forget it...The great all-time blizzard was upon us with the energy and 

devastating force of ten thousand devils.‖
16

  This sensibility of the supernatural nature of weather 

                                                           
14 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 63. 

15 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 64. 

16 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 284. 
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is betrayed through the use of words such as ―diabolical‖ or stating that the ―blizzard was upon 

us.‖ 

 Examples of giving blizzards a diabolical character abound.  In February of 1888, 

following the devastating January blizzard, Sioux Valley News published a poem entitled ―A 

Dakota Blizzard,‖ which told the story of an ―Eastern editor who sat in his lair‖ writing of 

―hundred degrees below, of fifty foot drifts of blinding snow, of legions of victims Death laid 

low on the driven plain...the babe frozen stiff in its mother's arms, the gay school lass with her 

winsome charms...‖  After the editor discovers that the Devil was with him and proceeds to ask 

his advice for a word for what he had just described, ―The Devil smiled the smile of a wizard; He 

scratched his head from A to izzard; Then said: 'Yes, call it—A Dakota Blizzard'—And the lie 

went forth.‖
17

  This poem implies a sensibility of the blizzard as supernatural in origins, if for no 

other reason than that Death is portrayed as a character.   

 The fact that blizzards were given a life and character of sorts does not necessarily mean 

that weather and the hardships it caused were viewed as something that could not be overcome.  

Laura Ingalls Wilder, in The Long Winter, writes:  

  Only the blizzard and the coffee mill's grinding, the cold and the dusk darkening 

 to night again, were real.  Laura and Pa were holding their stiff, swollen red hands over 

 the stove, Ma was cutting the coarse brown bread for supper.  The blizzard was loud and 

 furious.   

  ―It can't beat us!‖ Pa said. 

  ―Can't it, Pa?‖ Laura asked stupidly. 

  ―No,‖ said Pa.  ―It's got to quit sometime and we don't.  It can't lick us.  We won't 

 give up.‖
18 

 

In this excerpt, the blizzard is pictured as an adversary, with emotion, a certain amount of 

determination, but a fatal flaw that would mean its eventual demise.   

                                                           
17 ―A Dakota Blizzard,‖ Sioux Valley News, February 10, 1888. 

18 Laura Ingalls Wilder, The Long Winter, 311. 
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 Thorborg Marie Akland Jacobson, in writing The Story of Cora Maria Larson Akland 

1883-1980, wrote of her mother's experience of the 1888 blizzard in a similar manner: ―Suddenly 

a noise like a rumbling train out of the northwest came about noon.  A huge wall of snow with 

great fury roared toward them in a terrific wind of 50-60 miles per hour.‖  She later uses phrases 

such as ―the brutal storm‖ and commented that ―The storm vanished as quickly as it struck.‖
19

  

The language employed in these examples to speak of this blizzard shows a subconscious 

attempt to apply to give the blizzard a character of sorts, as furious, brutal, and short in duration 

but devastating in impact.   

 When blizzards were given character, there was little or no attempt to speak of weather in 

a scientific manner.  It is also important to ask whether attaching personality to weather was in 

any way religious.  Perhaps a potential answer lies in Ora A. Clement's justification for carefully 

preserving the history of the 1888 blizzard:   

The old-timers who remembered the ―Easter storm‖ of '73 may have recognized the threat 

of an unusually warm January day, but to the settlers who had not yet learned the weather 

signals of the western plains, the storm seemed to leap upon them out of nowhere, like 

some diabolical thing.  Its very suddenness was terrifying.  As the survivors tell the story 

today one detects a certain disposition to place the blizzard of 1888 in the realm of the 

supernatural, as something that had its sources outside natural causes.  Says one of them: 

'It was the wickedest thing I ever saw.'
20

 
 

Her statement resonates with Albert Borgman's theory of contingency.  In his book Power 

Failure, Borgman describes what happens when the ability to explain disappears: ―Where 

explanation ends, God begins to appear.  Conversely, where contingency is reduced or 

eliminated, theophany dissolves.‖
21

  With the onslaught of a blizzard, people became acutely 

aware of the fact that they were entirely at the mercy of the elements.  These pioneers did not 

                                                           
19 Thorborg Marie Akland Jacobson, The Story of Cora Maria Larson Akland 1883-1980 . 

20 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 72.   

21 Albert Borgmann, Power Failure (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2003), 68. 
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know the weather signals of the plains, whether because of lack of practical experience or simple 

ignorance of scientific principles.  Thus, they were willing and eager to place blizzards in the 

realm of the supernatural.  Lacking control over their environment and to a certain extent even 

their individual fates, they were that much more ready to turn to the supernatural for explanation 

and protection.   

The Role of Religion in the Lives of 1880s Midwesterners 

 There is no doubt that those who were religious looked to God for deliverance and 

comfort during the unforgettable blizzards of the 1880s.  The memoirs of 1880s pioneers are full 

of references to trusting in God and praying for his help and intervention.  Ora Arnold Bohrer of 

North Loup, Nebraska, recalls the faith of her parents on the dark night of January 12, 1888 as 

they were uncertain about the fates of their sheep, neighbors, and friends: 

  Father and mother were of a deeply religious nature.  Staunch Presbyterians, born 

 and raised in New York State, they had founded their new home in the Midwest upon old 

 New England principles.  It was natural, therefore, when bedtime came, before separating 

 for the night, to kneel around the stove, loath to lose any of its warmth while father 

 prayed.  Never can I forget the earnestness of that prayer or my father's voice as it shook 

 with emotion while he carried to the Throne of Grace his pleas in behalf of all who might 

 be suffering on this terrible night. 

  We children went to bed and to sleep; but there was no sleep for father and 

 mother.  I remember that mother told us afterward how father would walk the floor 

 awhile, go to the window and look out, then sit down by the table and take up his Bible to 

 find comfort in its pages.  Again they would kneel in prayer.  In this manner they passed 

 the long night, keeping the fire going so there might be some warmth in the house. 

 

The next morning, upon discovering that their sheep were alive, the family did not forget to give 

thanks to God: 

 After breakfast were family prayers, which were never neglected through seedtime or 

 harvest, even though it was a 480-acre farm, with large tracts rented for grazing purposes.  

 Charles says that he never forgot the reading that morning from Luke 15:1-7 and the 

 prayer of thanksgiving that our lives had been spared.
22

 

                                                           
22 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 180-181. 
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This account is interesting because of the very evident piety of this particular family.  Bohrer is 

careful to note the ―deeply religious nature‖ of her parents.  She implies that bedtime prayers 

were a nightly occurrence in the household, and states that the family prayed every day following 

breakfast.  Although this blizzard was clearly a very memorable event and the emotion with 

which her parents prayed struck her, this blizzard did not seem to change or enhance her family's 

deeply held religiosity.   

 For many pioneers struggling through the blizzards of the 1880s, there is no good reason 

to believe that this faith in God was not entirely typical of their day to day lives.  For many of 

those who mentioned God's providence and watch-care over them, acts of piety did not seem to 

be forced or unusual on the part of those who engaged in them.  Acts of devotion such as prayer 

or the reading of Scripture seemed to be entirely normal, crisis or no crisis.  One Nebraskan man, 

in recounting his experience of the 1888 blizzard, remembers going to bed on the night of 

January 12, leaving ―dad and mother on their knees, praying for any poor folks who might be out 

in that storm.‖
23

  Another school teacher tells about the long night she spent in her schoolhouse 

with her students: ―After midnight it seemed to me we would all die, for we were getting cold, 

and the storm was howling as fiercely as ever.  I told the children we would all kneel and pray 

God to keep us through the terrible storm.‖
24

  Another man remembers his teacher attempting to 

get the children home, nearly getting lost, and stumbling upon a house where everyone spent the 

evening.  He comments: ―We slept three in a bed after we had eaten our supper and Mr. Walker 

had read a chapter in the Bible and said a fervent prayer for all who were struggling to find their 

                                                           
23 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 200. 

24 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 228. 
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way home through the storm.‖
25

  The hardships that these particular pioneers faced on the Great 

Plains did not shake their firm faith in God.   

 Laura Ingalls Wilder's account of the winter of 1880-1881 is an excellent example of the 

connection between a strong work ethic, the refusal to give up, and a religious mindset.  During 

the course of the winter, the town of De Smet was on the brink of running out of wheat with 

which to make bread.  Two young men from the town, Cap Garland and Almanzo Wilder, 

volunteered to make the dangerously long journey to obtain enough to last the town through the 

winter.  While they were gone, Laura writes about her and her sister Mary's concern for their 

safety: 

  It was past bedtime when the warmth died from the stove, and because they could 

 not waste hay they crept from the dark, cold kitchen through the colder darkness upstairs 

 and to the beds. 

  Under the quilts, Laura and Mary silently said their prayers, and Mary whispered, 

 ―Laura.‖ 

  ―What?‖  Laura whispered. 

  ―Did you pray for them?‖ 

  ―Yes,‖ Laura answered.  ―Do you think we ought to?‖ 

  ―It isn't like asking for anything for ourselves,‖ Mary replied.  ―I didn't say 

 anything about the wheat.  I only said please to save their lives if it's God's will.‖ 

  ―I think it ought to be,‖ Laura said.  ―They were doing their best.  And Pa lived 

 three days in that Christmas blizzard when we lived on Plum Creek.‖
26

 

 

What is interesting to note here is Laura's assumption that God would honor Almanzo and Cap's 

effort.  This theme of being able to accomplish anything through hard work and determination is 

repeated countless times throughout the novel.  In fact, Wilder chooses to end her novel with the 

lyrics to a song that illustrates perfectly this mindset: ―Then what is the use of repining, / For 

where there's a will, there's a way, / And tomorrow the sun may be shining, / Although it is 

                                                           
25 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 285. 

26 Wilder, The Long Winter, 292. 
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cloudy today.‖
27

  No matter the circumstances, success and sunny days would follow if only one 

had enough will-power and perseverance.   

 The importance of will-power is illustrated in other accounts as well.  Frans Nelson, in 

giving tribute to those who with him weathered the January 1888 blizzard, said: 

 Perhaps nowhere in history is the importance of individual resourcefulness more 

 significantly portrayed than in the lives of our pioneers.  In subjecting the prairie to the 

 plow, in carving homes out of vast wilderness and exposing their families and property to 

 the hazards of Indians, prairie fires, blizzards, pests, drouth and sickness with bare hands 

 and courageous hearts as their chief tools, they had no choice but to meet the issue as 

 individuals.
28 

 

Nelson makes it clear that the resourcefulness and perseverance of the pioneers is to be credited 

for the settlement of the Midwest.   

 It is interesting to note that both Laura Ingalls Wilder's account of the 1880-1881 winter 

and W. H. O'Gara's collection of memoirs from the January 1888 blizzard were published during 

and in the aftermath of the Great Depression.  The Long Winter, published in 1940, when read in 

the light of the New Deal and the controversy that surrounded the role of government in the 

affairs of its citizens, offers striking parallels between the blizzards of the 1880s and the struggle 

to recuperate from the economic depression.  For example, at the beginning of her book she 

includes a story of her father giving her a lesson on his views of independence: 

 Look at that muskrat house.  Muskrats have to build that kind of house.  They always 

 have and they always will.  It’s plain that they can’t build any other kind.  But folks build 

 all kinds of houses.  A man can build any kind of house he can think of.  So if his house 

 don’t keep out the weather, that’s his look-out; he’s free and independent.29   

 

This is in keeping with Almanzo (Laura's husband) and Laura’s views on government aid during 

the Depression.  Laura and Almanzo’s families had made it through hard times on their own, 

                                                           
27 Wilder, The Long Winter, 335. 

28 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 160. 

29  Wilder, Long Winter, 13.   
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without government help, and they seemed to think the present generation should be able to do 

the same.  Although they had originally been Democrats, they were turned away by President 

Roosevelt’s New Deal, finding the government to be too big and powerful for their ideals of 

individualism and self-reliance.  As John E. Miller describes it, ―Within weeks of the president’s 

inauguration, Rose [Almanzo and Laura's daughter] began referring to him as a dictator, and her 

parents agreed.  All three of them mutually reinforced each other’s suspicions about FDR and his 

minions.‖
30

  They had little respect for a man who they felt was not of any help to the struggling 

nation which needed to simply pull itself up by the bootstraps.   

 Frans Nelson, who was so intentional about pointing out the importance of self-reliance, 

also seemed to be impacted by the events of the 1930s.  He continued his comments on the 

pioneers of the 1880s, saying:  

 During their economic adversity they were without assistance of Government.  The 

 pioneer had to stand on his own feet.  Their lives are examples of bravery and self-

 reliance that paved the way for their successors to follow and reap the benefit.  

 Surmounting obstacle after obstacle, they aided the newcomers in building Nebraska.  

 The pioneers of Nebraska made blades of grass grow where none grew before.
31

 

 

Although the meaning behind his comment about the ―assistance of Government‖ is slightly 

ambiguous, it seems as if at the very least his recollection of pioneer values in the face of 

adversity is heavily influenced by events of the early and mid twentieth century.   

 Not everyone drew from their experiences of blizzards the idea of individual work ethic 

and perseverance being crucial for survival, however.  Even O'Gara seems to have recognized 

that pure will-power is not always sufficient.  As he told his story of staying overnight in his 

schoolhouse, he commented, ―As we huddled around the hot stove we learned lessons of value in 

                                                           
30 John E. Miller, Becoming Laura Ingalls Wilder: The Woman Behind the Legend (Columbia, MO: University of 

Missouri Press, 1998), 199. 

31 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 160. 
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later life, lessons never to be taught in class.  One was that while nature is bountiful and kind at 

times it is cruel and destructive.  We also learned that we cannot live by our own efforts alone.‖
32

  

Although it is not clear exactly what O'Gara means by this – who then are we to rely on – it is 

clear that he took from the blizzard the simple fact that sometimes one cannot rely simply on 

resourcefulness, perseverance or bravery for survival – help from either fellow man or God is 

sometimes vital to survival. 

 In the introduction to In All Its Fury, W. H. O'Gara comments, ―Despite the hardships and 

discouragements, the pioneers never lost faith; faith in themselves, faith in their neighbors, faith 

in their government, faith in their God.  Of late, we hear much of the four freedoms but if the 

world does not return to those four faiths the four freedoms cannot long endure.‖
33

  Writing from 

the perspective of the radically changed world of the mid-twentieth century, O'Gara was careful 

to point out the perseverance and faith of the pioneers in the face of ―hardships and 

discouragements.‖   

 It is important to note O'Gara's perception of discrepancy between the value placed in the 

―four faiths‖ by the 1880s pioneers in comparison to that of twentieth-century Midwesterners.  

When added to the views and comments of both Ingalls and Nelson in regard to the role of 

Government in the lives of citizens, it seems that there was a significant effort made by some of 

those analyzing the blizzards of the late pioneer era in any depth to hold high the pioneers of the 

northern plains as holding something that their descendents were found to be lacking. 

 Etta Shattuck, a Nebraska schoolteacher who became famous as a result of the January 

1888 blizzard because of her heroic efforts and seventy-eight hours out in the elements, 
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commented, ―The religion of Christ sustained me in this affliction…I have suffered but very little 

pain, for which I thank God.‖  Her pastor, Reverend J. H. Presson, argued that Etta's life ―was 

spared that she might show us how victorious a christian {sic} can be.‖
34

  Although it was at first 

thought that she might survive, she took a turn for the worse and passed away on February 9.  

Laskin says that ―Etta told her pastor that she was perfectly satisfied no matter what her fate 

might be.  Her mind remained clear and her faith unshaken.  She had no word of regret and gave 

no sign of fear.‖
35

  Her religion, something that had been important to her before the blizzard, 

continued to sustain her throughout and following the blizzard. 

Heroism and Bravery 

 The young Nebraska school teacher Etta Shattuck was not alone in being made into a 

hero.  In the days immediately following the storm, the newspapers were full of headlines such 

as ―THE DIRE STORM AND ITS FRIGHTFUL RECORD.  UNPRECEDENTED LOSS OF 

LIFE.  MANY LITTLE CHILDREN PERISH WHILE ON THE WAY HOME FROM 

SCHOOL‖ or ―THE RECORD OF THE DEAD.‖
36

  But, as Laskin notes:  

 Pure catastrophe is fatiguing...It was a Nebraska paper called the Omaha Bee that found a 

 fresh angle to keep the story alive and tingling.  On Wednesday, January 18, the Bee 

 reported that one of its 'representatives' had 'learned an interesting tale of the pluck and 

 good judgment exhibited by a young lady schoolteacher of Valley County.'
37

   

 

So it began: Minnie Freeman of Valley County, Nebraska was only the first of many men and 

women to be held up as heroes and heroines in the aftermath of the 1888 blizzard.   

 Newspapers were not the only ones to applaud the bravery of those who risked their lives 

to save others.  Memoirs of the storm are full of references to those who went above and beyond 
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35 Laskin, The Children's Blizzard, 246. 
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the call of duty in aiding neighbors and friends.  Joe Holt of Faulk County, Dakota wrote that ―to 

this day I marvel at the courage and endurance of that most kindly, Louis C. Tolles, who risked 

his life in our behalf.‖
38   

A woman named Pearl F. Rickey told of the bravery and resourcefulness 

of her teacher and concluded by saying, ―I shall always cherish the memory of that wonderful 

woman, that pioneer teacher of Washington, Kansas, Miss Agnes Algie.‖
39

  Making female 

teachers into heroines was quite common – these women were usually young – not much older 

than their oldest pupils, and were thrown into situations such as the one which faced them on 

January 12, 1888 with relatively little training, experience, or knowledge of what to do.   

 Many times these young female teachers had male pupils who were older and stronger 

than them.  These boys were also made into heroes of sorts; as Richard Maxwell Brown tells it, 

―There were many stories of heroism and survival—of how, for example, an eighteen-year-old 

school boy rallied six younger pupils and the young woman who taught them to endure through a 

night of 30-below temperature by burrowing deeply into a two-ton stack of flax and straw.‖
40

  

Without the undeniable strength and common sense of these male students, the young school 

teachers, only girls themselves, often would have not been able to accomplish what they did. 

 Mrs. Evlyn W. Towle, in concluding her recollection of the January 1888 blizzard, sums 

up one possible reason that people were so eager to make heroic the efforts of others: ―It gives a 

lift to the soul to recall the instances of self-sacrifice and heroism that happened in that disastrous 

blizzard.  The world is full of wonderful and heroic people.  It has been my happy lot to have 
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39 O'Gara, In All Its Fury, 105. 
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known some of them.‖
41

  In stating that ―the world is full of wonderful and heroic people,‖ 

Towle seems to be refuting the more pessimistic view that the world is full of bad, cowardly 

people.  The heroes and heroines of the 1888 blizzard, then, were a reminder to people of the 

decency and goodness of humanity in the face of constant evidence to the contrary. 

 It seems, then, that an important piece of the memory of the January 1888 blizzard is the 

many accounts of its heroes and heroines.  So well-circulated was the story of Minnie May 

Freeman's acts of heroism during the blizzard that in In All Its Fury, published in 1947, Ora A. 

Clement commented: ―There are localities in Nebraska where that storm is still referred to by 

survivors as 'the Minnie Freeman blizzard.'‖
42

  Although the accuracy of these particular stories 

is often questionable given the methods of news-gathering in the 1880s, the collective memory 

of this storm seems to be one in which the efforts of brave individuals are held up as an example 

to the world of what it meant to be a pioneer.  In the words of Clement,  

  The spectacular heroism of the few resulted in much publicity, not always 

 favorable, for  the part of the country visited by the blizzard, but the unexploited courage 

 and endurance of the majority have been important factors in casting the mould for later 

 generations of Middle Westerners. 

  The indomitable spirit of the pioneer, who accepted all odds and continued on, has 

 raised to him a monument more enduring and impressive than granite.
43 

 

Clement seems to imply in this excerpt that the blizzards' heroes were important examples for 

younger generations, that this heroism makes it impossible for the pioneer to be forgotten, and 

that this heroism should be emulated by those who wish to call themselves ―Middle Westerners.‖   

Conclusion 
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 On January 17, 1888, the Sioux County Herald published a story detailing the storm's 

damage in Dakota, Minnesota, Nebraska, and Iowa.  When discussing the storm's impact in 

Dakota, the following story was told:  

 A very pathetic story is told of the suffering, bravery, and death of Robert Chambers, who 

 lives six miles southwest of Huron.  Mr. Chambers, with two sons, one 9 and the other 11,  

 went to Rush, a place one mile distant, to water the cattle.  Chambers was on foot and 

 each of the boys had a horse.  The father seeing indications of a storm sent the older boy 

 home as he was troubled with rheumatism.  This boy reached home safely.  Chambers          

            and Johnny, the 9-year-old boy, undertook to drive the cattle.  They were soon bewildered 

 and lost.  Johnny says that when his father saw that they were lost he made a place in the 

 snow for him and wrapped him up the best he could.  They had no overcoats or extra 

 clothing.  Johnny says he was so covered up that he was warm.  The father went out and 

 called and the St. Bernard dog barked, but no answer came.  Then the father and dog got 

 into the snow beside him. While he was warm and knew his father was getting cold, he 

 urged his father to try and find the trees, and then they could make the house.  The father 

 said: ―No, I cannot go and leave you here.‖  The boy urged, but the father would do no 

 more than call for aid, within a certain reach of the boy's bed in the snow.  The dog kept 

 with the boy.  Through the night they had conversations about perishing, but the father 

 kept assuring the boy that they would get through all right if he would only lie still.  The 

 boy knew that his father was freezing, but was quite comfortable himself, and finally fell 

 asleep.  When he awoke it was near morning and his father was still alive.  Discovering 

 that Johnny was awake, his father said: ―Now Johnny, you pray.  I will pray and then I 

 know God will take you through all right.‖  They prayed and soon after the father was 

 dead.  The boy, entirely covered up except a little breathing place through the snow, laid 

 still.  The dog stood sentry and afforded the clue by which the body was found the next 

 morning.
44

 

 

This newspaper account, although likely exaggerated and sensationalized for its intended 

audience, combines and exemplifies many of the elements formerly discussed.  First and 

foremost is the heroism of Robert Chambers, willing to sacrifice his life so that his son could 

survive the blizzard.  Also significant is Chambers' recognition of the signs of the coming storm; 

he clearly was aware of the warning signals of the environment in which he lived.  Also 

emphasized is the utter isolation in which this storm placed Chambers and his son.  Although 

they may have been not physically far from a neighboring farm, the blizzard made any sort of 

                                                           
44 ―Northwest Howler,‖ Sioux County Herald, January 17, 1888.   



Northwest Iowa Center for Regional Studies E-Journal 

1880s Midwestern Blizzards  

Akland 23 

 

physical proximity worthless.  Robert Chambers seems to also have realized that individual 

initiative and perseverance would not save him or his son in this storm – the only way that his 

son could survive is if they remained together.  Will-power was definitely a factor, however: 

Chambers continually told his son that ―they would get through all right if he would only lie 

still.‖  Finally, after a long hard night out in the elements, Robert asked that his son pray with 

him.  He realized he was not going to survive, but this fact did not diminish his faith that God 

would take care of his son after he was gone.  Where human ability to control circumstance 

ended, God was there.   

 In his article entitled ―The Shared Memory of Montana Pioneers,‖ Clyde A. Milner II 

argues for a shared memory – that is, in reminiscing about their experiences in civilizing 

Montana, people tend to remember the same type of things, even if it is not necessarily based in 

fact.  ―Each [element of memory] is a potential altering of either factual recall or personal 

memory in order to participate in the collective memory of a pioneer history.‖
45

  In their 

memoirs, Montana pioneers tended to emphasize the Indian threat or vigilante activities in early 

mining camps, making Indians a greater danger than they actually were or, in the case of mining 

camps, ―commenting on the high price of goods and food,‖ remembering ―the difficulty of either 

finding or building some rude form of housing,‖ or recalling ―the excitement created by rumors 

of new gold strikes in the region and the rushes that followed.‖  In addition, ―these pioneer 

memoirs also usually contain an account, often at length, of some of the robberies and murders 

committed by the road agents and of some of the trials and hangings carried out by the 
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vigilantes.‖
46

  In summary, Milner argues that people tend to remember what they are trained to 

remember.   

 Is this true of blizzard accounts as well?  It is certainly possible, based on the fact that so 

many accounts of the blizzard, written decades later, contain significant similarities in themes.  

Influenced by a view of the West espoused by someone like Frederick Jackson Turner, in which 

the Western frontier was a place that by 1893 had disappeared forever, there may have been some 

sensibility of the 1880s blizzards as examples of an era that was very shortly afterward gone.  

Nostalgia for the days when civilization had not yet taken root, for the days when life was 

difficult but simple may have played a role in the stories people told, or at least the things that 

they emphasized.  It is also significant that these memoirs were written following the tumultuous 

time of the Great Depression, and, in the case of In All Its Fury, the Second World War.  The 

older generation of this era was able to look back on their childhoods and tended to remember 

the simplicity and independence that was necessary for survival.   

 It would be unfair, however, to claim that those writing memoirs of their experiences of 

blizzards in the 1880s simply wrote falsehoods onto the past.  On the contrary, there is a great 

deal of consistency between first and even second-hand accounts of the blizzards and that which 

was recorded in the newspapers of the day.  Resourcefulness, independence, and, perhaps 

paradoxically, dependence on God were all at different times emphasized in newspaper accounts.  

Therefore, this ―collective memory‖ seems to be due mainly to the fact that this event was quite 

simply so memorable that those who experienced it were unable to erase it from their minds and 

passed it on to their children and grandchildren as an integral part of their experience of life on 

the Great Plains.  Although twentieth century experiences undoubtedly played a role in what 
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these people felt important to write down about their experiences of the 1880s blizzards, this 

does not mean that these accounts cannot be trusted; rather, it adds depth and meaning to both 

the experiences of the 1880s and the experiences of the 1930s and 1940s.   
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