






































Elizabeth Seymour Harris and Reuben Harris, several years after
their Dakota experience.
— Courtesy of Mrs. Ruth Burmester, Reedsburg, Wisconsin

The death of Nick Seymour, Elizabeth’'s mentally
retarded brother, was the catalyst for the Harrises' return
to Iowa. Elizabeth had cared for Nick since her mother’s
death in 1854 and had worried about him a great deal
while he lived with other relatives during her sojourn
in Dakota. Because she was his guardian, his death
generated legal obligations; Elizabeth had to sell his land
and arrange for the probate of his estate. That fact, along
with Frank's homesickness and his discouragement over
three hot, dry years in Dakota, propelled the family
home to their lowa farm. The elder Harrises lived out
their lives on the Delaware County place; Elizabeth died
there in 1908; Reuben survived until 1916, his ninety-
third year. Frank raised stock and engaged in dairying.
He and Gusta added two daughters to their family of
boys. Frank served his community for two decades as
a township clerk and as a member of the school board.
He died in Delaware County in 1918.

For the Harrises the years in Dakota were productive
and largely happy but in the long run they decided that
seventy-eight acres in Iowa meant a more secure future
than 640 acres in Dakota. In this they were not unusual.
The story of the frontier was one of departures as well
as arrivals; many times eager immigrants found the
promised land to be less than they dreamed it would be.

The Harrises were luckier than many who became
discouraged and left the frontier behind. They had a
prosperous farm in Iowa to call home. When they
departed, they joined a small exodus from the territory.
Elwyn Robinson argues that it was not so much the
drought that drove settlers out of Dakota in the late
Eighties, but the collapse of "'speculative excitement.’
The end of the boom, according to him, was the result
of psychology, rather than economics or the
environment. Whatever the cause, the boom ended and
the Harrises returned to the familiar landscape of their
Iowa home where they lived out their remaining days,
the Dakota years only a memory of short-lived adventure
and much hard work.!?

Editor's Note

The Harris family letters are in the possession of Ruth
Seymour Burmester of Reedsburg, Wisconsin, the grand-
niece of Elizabeth Seymour Harris. Mrs. Burmester
provided a wealth of information about the family for
this article. [ would like to thank Mrs. Burmester for the
use of the letters and for her help. This particular
collection includes twenty-nine family letters, most of
them written to Elizabeth's sister, Julia Kelley, who, with
her family, rented the Harris farm in lowa while they
were in Dakota. There are also letters to Elizabeth's
brother, Silas Seymour, in Sauk County, Wisconsin, and
one to Walter Seymour, Elizabeth's nephew and Frank
Harrises’ cousin, in Madison, Wisconsin. 1 have
standardized the occasionally irregular spelling and have
edited out repetitious passages or material concerned
only with family matters.

Paula M. Nelson is assistant professor of history at
the University of Wisconsin-Platteville, where she has
taught since 1988. She received her Ph.D. from the
University of Iowa in 1984 and is the author of After The
West Was Won: Homesteaders and Townbuilders in Western
South Dakota, 1900-1917. Her second South Dakota book,
The Prairie Winnows QOut Its Own, which tells the story
of the depression years in the west river country, is
nearing completion.

12 Robinson, History of North Dakota, p. 154,
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