“He Was a Man, Worthy of Respect”:

Gender, Matrimony, and Moral

Entitlement in Fargo, North Dakota,

during the Great Depression
By David B. Danbom

n February of 1931, an angry reader who identified himself as “Forum Follower” wrote the editor of the

Fargo Forum asserting:

Right now in Fargo there are women holding positions 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 fact, I would be working now if my employer had not hired a woman to fill my position 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, status
as veterans of World War 1. Jobseekers urged
employers to overlook standard hiring criteria,
such as economy and efficiency, and to ignore
such traditional American civic values as equality
of opportunity and individual rights. In place of
these guideposts of capitalism and republicanism,
employers were urged to follow more traditional
and deeply embedded social customs. To Forum
Follower and millions of others who shared his
point of view, people meeting certain social criteria
were morally entitled to work, regardless of their
ability to do a job efficiently. Forum Follower sug-
gested that his status as head of a family and as a
veteran who had sacrificed for his country should
give him priority over others, especially married
women, even though those 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. Organized labor launched
a campaign against the employment of married
women, and the federal government and most
state governments, including North Dakotas,
actively discouraged wives from working, usually

by passing 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 illustra-
tion of gender privilege, a close examination of the
debate over employment and relief in Fargo during
the Depression reveals a situation of much greater
complexity. When attitudes and actions regarding
employment and relief for single women and single
men are also considered, it becomes clear that men
were not simply privileged over women. Rather,
men and women who fulfilled cultural expecta-
tions and who lived their lives in conformity to
widely held social values were privileged over those
who did not.

The 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 by retail and wholesale trade and the
provision of financial, legal, medical, and personal
services to residents and to surrounding rural
communities. The thoroughly modern trade and
service orientation of the city’s economy fueled
a vital and expanding female job market. Most
single women, both established Fargoans and rural
migrants, worked in clerical, retail, and service
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Figures 1 & 2. A 1930s Fargo street scene at the intersection of Broadway and 1* Avenue North. The “new”
Black Building is in the background. (Institute for Regional Studies, NDSU, Fargo, 2006.12.1) 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 work than others. (Fargo

Forum, March 6, 1931)

occupations, as did a relatively high percentage of
married women. Indeed, the 1930 census showed
that 17.3 percent of married women in Fargo were
employed outside the home, substantially higher
than the 11.7 percentsimilarly employed nationally.
At the same time, the city offered numerous jobs in
construction, railroading, and day labor of the type
that were traditionally limited to men. These jobs,
as well as the numerous farm labor opportunities
in the nearby countryside, made Fargo an attrac-
tive home to numerous single men.’

Fargo’s growth and prosperity was the main source
of the city’s pride, but it was accompanied by chal-
lenges to longstanding customs and traditions. In
common with much of the United States, Fargo
had experienced inflated material expectations,
freer and more independent attitudes among
women, and liberalized relationships between men
and women during the 1920s. But it was also a
city, like Robert and Helen Merrell Lynd’s Middle-
town, that held traditional attitudes toward family
life and structure, and that valued cultural verities

even as it embraced the material standards that
undermined those varieties.*

The crisis of the Great Depression forced the city
to confront the contradictions that had arisen
between traditional values and individual needs,
realities, and expectations. Fargoans quickly fash-
ioned a moral hierarchy, determining that some
groups and individuals were more worthy than
others. In defining who they considered to be
morally entitled to work and to desirable relief,
Fargoans displayed class bias and civic paternal-
ism, and they appealed to traditional, gendered
understandings of the needs and responsibilities of
men and women.

The conflict over moral entitlement to employ-
ment in Fargo began with men such as Forum
Follower complaining that they had lost jobs to
married women. In 1931-32 the Fargo Trades
and Labor Assembly took the lead in pressing
local government and public agencies to dismiss

The city of

married women from their jobs.
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Fargo, the school board, Cass County, and the
chamber of commerce were generally responsive
to this pressure, removing 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 outside the home with
dismissal if their wives did not quit.

Critics of married women who were employed
argued that employers preferred them to men on
the grounds that they would accept less than a living
wage. Because they were presumably supplement-
ing the wages of a male breadwinner, or working
for “pin money,” they would work cheaply. Forum
Follower complained that, while it cost him $125
per month to support a wife and child, his erst-
while employer had been able to replace him with
“a married woman . . . for $50 or $60.”°

Organized labor and government took steps against
employed wives and sometimes their husbands, but
not against the business owners whose decisions
placed them in their positions. This reluctance
to interfere with private economic decisions, even
when those ran counter to widely held social values,
underscores the reality that, while the thirties might
have been a congenial time for innovative public

Figures 3 & 4. Fargoans expected that middle-class
women would embrace home-centered domesticity
during the 1930s. (Institute for Regional Studies, NDSU,
Fargo, 2023.51.4) INSET A modern Fargo home
during the 1930s. (Institute for Regional Studies, NDSU,
Fargo, 2023.24)

policies and radical politics, the decade was also
marked by a deep cultural conservatism and a reluc-
tance to assert a public interest in private economic
decisions. Fargoans who criticized married women
for working frequently accused them of excessive
materialism. One argued that “the main reason
those married women seek employment is because
they like to have a new car every year or so, an
oriental rug or cottage at the lake.” Ciritics also
assumed that married women who worked neces-
sarily neglected their families, placing their jobs
over what society considered, in author Suzanne
LaFollette’s 1926 phrase, their “proper and fitting
aim of existence.” Wives employed outside the
home were frequently sensitive to this criticism,
admonishing their children, as court reporter Clara
Mason did, always to be on time to school and to
be well groomed, lest their children’s failings be
attributed to their mother’s employment.”

Husbands of working women were commonly
charged with laziness for allowing their wives to
be supervised by other men. One critic went so
far as to claim that the employment of married
women encouraged divorce, in part because it
allowed them to “know more about world affairs”
than their husbands did. Clearly, the employment
of married women battered tender male psyches in
a variety of ways.®

Defenders of employed married women devised
strikingly modern arguments to counter those
made by traditionalists. “One Who Is Not Narrow
Minded” asked, “should it not be for the married
folks themselves to decide if their income is suf-
ficient to allow them to purchase the things they
need to furnish their home and live as they see fic?”
And P H. Redington suggested that “marriage
is ... a partnership and companionship to which
each contributes according to his and her capaci-
ties and abilities in such occupations or professions
as each is mined and skilled.” Mrs. M. C. Osman
argued that denying wives jobs violated the consti-
tutional guarantee of “free and equal rights to all”
and compared it to “bolshevism.” Arguments such
as those of Redington and Osman confirmed the
suspicions of cultural conservatives who believed
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Figure 5. Much of the opposition to married women working was raised on behalf of single women, who by the

1930s were replacing men in clerical work in such venues as this Fargo business office. (Institute for Regional Studies,

NDSU, Fargo, 2023.4.4)

women were becoming too much like men and
were consequently undermining the home.”

There were a few employed married women in
Fargo with advanced conceptions of female indi-
vidualism and equality. Clara Mason, who had
homesteaded on her own before World War I,
was a court reporter and later a juvenile magis-
trate. Mason, who was married to an insurance
salesman, expressed her feminism by her activity in
Quota International, of which she became district
governor in 1935-36 and national president in the
early 1940s. At least some people whose occupa-
tions placed them in the middle class were ignoring
local social conventions.'

The employment of wives in paying jobs was much
more common and presumably less stigmatized
in working-class families. For example, Lillian
Ross, the wife of a bakery driver, bound books at
Pierce Printing, while pipefitter Oscar Olson’s wife
worked as a cook. And Lila Graber worked at a
lunchroom at a meatpacking plant to 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 necessarily mean that

their employment was compelled by need. In a
time of rapidly rising material standards of living,
such as the 1920s, even working-class families came
to see such luxuries as automobiles, telephones,
and radios as necessities. They, too, desired more
adequate housing for their families, and aspired to
send their children to high school. The earnings of
working-class wives contributed to family strate-
gies aimed at income dependability and mainte-
nance of a decent modem standard of living.'?

Regardless of what motivated working wives in
Fargo, itis difficult to attribute the economic hard-
ships suffered by most unemployed married men
to married women’s labor. As the National Indus-
trial Conference Board and the National Federa-
tion of Business and Professional Women’s Clubs
emphasized, men and women generally competed
in different 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 sales,
nursing, and other occupations in which few, if
any, men could be found. Conversely, occupa-
tions in which there was high male unemploy-
ment, such as construction and day labor, were
those in which men lost jobs because of the
slowdown in business, not because they were
replaced by women."
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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 savings teller
at the First National Bank in 1931. By the end
of the decade male tellers were increasingly rare,
though men continued to hold a virtual monopoly
on executive positions in banking. Bookkeeping,
billing, data processing, and other clerical positions
were also enterprises in which women had been
displacing men since the late-nineteenth century
and continued to do so, especially as these func-
tions were mechanized. There are indications that
women might have also been making inroads in
some areas of retail sales. The 1932 city directory
showed several women working in furniture sales,
a job traditionally dominated by men. Still, while
married women may have replaced married men in
a few jobs in Fargo and elsewhere, job segregation
along gender lines generally meant that most male
anxieties were misdirected.

The displacement of married men was not the only
concern of Fargoans who bemoaned the employ-
ment of married women, however. Critics com-
plained at least as frequently that married women
took jobs that should go to single women. By

1930 Fargoans, like most other Americans, antici-
pated 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 as well as young women
from less comfortable circumstances. As Jocelyn
Burdick, the daughter of a substantial concrete con-
tractor, noted, “I always expected to work before I
was married.” Employment helped young women
build nest eggs for marriage, provided venues in
which they could meet suitable marriage partners,
and gave them work experiences they might have
to fall back on in the case of divorce or the death of
aspouse. Work also provided less tangible benefits,
such as helping young women develop self respect
and a spirit of independence that they carried into
marriage. While most single women probably
anticipated that work would provide part of the
foundation for married life, for some employment
became the basis for an independent existence.”

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 could “get experience and become compe-
tent in work when they are not given a chance,”

Figure 6. The Fargo Foundry was one of the economically sensitive employers whose male work force was reduced

by the downturn in business activity during the Great Depression. (Institute for Regional Studies, NDSU, Fargo,

2023.18.1)
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Figure 7. These egg-breakers at the Armour Creamery held some of the few factory jobs open to working-class
women in Fargo during the Great Depression. (Institute for Regional Studies, NDSU, Fargo, 2023.71.2)

and another complained that working wives did
a “grave injustice 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.”"

Concern about the effect of the employment of
married women on opportunities for single women
was especially pronounced in Fargo because of the
relatively large number of employed wives and
because unmarried women constituted such a sig-
nificant portion of the city’s population and of its
workers during the Depression. The 1930 census
indicated that 37 percent of the women in the city
over the age of fifteen were single, and another 10.4
percent were widowed or divorced. While many
of these single women lived at home, or attended
a college or a business, beauty, or nursing school,
55 percent, or nearly three thousand women, were
employed."”

The 1930 census showed young women to be a
particularly significant portion of the city’s popu-
lation, with women aged fifteen to twenty-nine
outnumbering men in that age group by three to
two. This disparity illustrated the fact that Fargo
was a magnet for rural girls drawn to the city by
its employment 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 employment keeping the books for a local
clothing store.'®

Fargo recognized the importance of single young
women to its economy and society, and it provided
various paternal protections for them, especially
those who were recent migrants from the coun-
tryside. Policewoman Alice Dufly regularly met
incoming trains in order to provide help and
guidance to girls new to the city. The Lutheran
Inner Mission Society of North Dakota, the Young
Women’s Christian Association, and the Fargo
Women’s Boarding Home Association all main-
tained boarding homes and employment bureaus
assisting up to eight hundred female migrants per
year. Young women coming to Fargo for economic
and social independence entered a milieu in which
that independence was compromised by people
determined to watch over them. The paternalism
could be annoying, but it could also be supportive
when expressed in opposition to married women
competing with single women for jobs."

Married women and single women operated in
job markets that did not overlap completely. The
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Fargo Public Schools hired only single, divorced,
or widowed women as teachers and dismissed
female teachers who married. Likewise, employ-
ers of maids—744 of whom were recorded by the
1930 census—hired single women almost exclu-
sively and demonstrated a clear preference for
farm girls, who were presumed to have domestic
skills and be more pleasant than city girls. Some
employers dismissed female employees who
married, and others had the policy of laying
married women off first in times of economic
stringency. Frieda Oster obtained her job because
the bookkeeper was marrying and the clothier had
a policy of employing single women exclusively.
When Vivian Westberg married, First National
Bank president Fred Irish told her shed “be the
first to go when they let people go,” though that
was never necessary. On the other hand, some
employers preferred that female employees be
married. Hospitals preferred married nurses,
because they were considered more stable and less
likely to be shocked by the realities of the human
body. Other enterprises, such as beauty shops
and department stores, cherished employees who
could develop rapport with married customers and
establish long-term relations with them. Many

clerical, retail, and personal service jobs were open
to both married and unmarried women.*

In Fargo, as elsewhere, employment in traditional
female-dominated occupations held up relatively
well during the Depression. Professional qualifi-
cations, close relationships with employers and
valuable individual skills helped buffer female
employees from competing job seekers. But at the
lower levels of the employment scale, in such occu-
pations as waitresses, cooks, dry cleaning workers,
and cash register clerks, competition for work was
intense, and employers were not averse to taking
advantage of the situation.

The consequent depression of wages among female
workers in Fargo was first noticed among live-in
maids. On March 12, 1931, in the midst of the
controversy over employed wives, the Community
Welfare Association, composed of agencies partici-
pating in the Community Chest campaign, con-
demned employers of live-in maids in the city cal-
lously exploiting a job market in which “the supply
of domestic help has been swelled” by “drastically
cutting the wage scale, and in some cases offering
no wage at all, but only room and board.” The

Figure 8. The numerical dominance of women, married and single, in many retail lines is illustrated by this
photograph of the Herbst Department Store’s anniversary celebration in 1936. (Institute for Regional Studies, NDSU,
Fargo, 2043.12.1)
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Figure 9. Gardner Hotel Lobby, Fargo, circa 1930s. Jobs in clerking and cashiering were among those for which
men and women competed in Fargo during the Great 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. (Institute for Regional Studies, NDSU, Fargo, 2023.88.5)

Community 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 dollars.?!

The Community Welfare Association’s charge of
exploitation was an especially noteworthy dem-
onstration of civic paternalism because it was
directed against some of the very people who sat
on the boards of member agencies and who were
frequently large contributors to the Community
Chest campaign. The association’s charges stim-
ulated a number of attacks on the selfish rich as
well as a spirited self-defense from the comfort-
able 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 three dollars, five dollars, and
seven dollars per week,” arguing that “these condi-
tions will exist just as long as people will employ
married women who have husbands to support
them.” Another reader wrote: “Poor working con-
ditions and low wages. . . are, to a great [extent]
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 assist in the exploita-
tion of the women, who must work.” Neither of
these critics of employed married women argued
they were competing for jobs as live-in maids; the
demands of domestic positions 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 wages. As one observer put it,
“the wage rate automatically drops. .. because of
the lack of employment in other lines.”**

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
cities. Under a state law passed in 1919, minimum
wages were set for female workers such as laun-
dresses, waitresses, chambermaids, manufactur-
ing workers, and retail clerks. In 1932 employers
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petitioned the WCB to lower the minimum wages
in the face of eroding price levels and declining
business activity. The bureau responded, in part
because it feared that “rather than pay the required
minimums the employers would discontinue
employing women workers entirely and place male
help in their stead, no legal wage having been estab-
lished for the latter.” This threat by employers was
almost entirely empty because the covered occu-
pations were so rigidly sex-stereotyped that virtu-
ally no men would even consider them. Still, by
responding to this threat, the WCB could portray
itself as the paternalistic protector of women’s inter-
ests even as they approved the erosion of female
labor standards.”

The WCB hearings revealed that employers had
already lowered wages illegally. While workers in
Grand Forks, Minot, and Bismarck were reluctant
to testify, apparently because they feared repercus-
sions, employed women in Fargo detailed 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
being paid,” and that some dime-store clerks were
receiving twenty cents an hour, far under the legal
minimum of thirty-one cents. The few employ-
ers who testified displayed a perverse pride in their
willingness to take advantage of the intensely com-
petitive 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 waitresses only four dollars per week
since 1929, and that the “girls he employs have
been glad to work for the wages he paid.”*

While overall female employment held up reason-
ably well in Fargo then, wages did not, especially
among the less skilled. 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 girls to town to supplement deteriorat-
ing family incomes, and increased numbers of high
school and college students sought part-time work.
In addition, young couples delayed marriage,
leaving some young women employed or in the
job market longer than they might have been oth-

erwise. Those holding jobs tended to keep them,
making it difficult for young and inexperienced
people of either gender to find positions commen-
surate with their education or abilities.

The result was crowded labor markets, little job
mobility, and the inability of some women to
find employment appropriate 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 is neces-
sary 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 smaller wages than single girls.” In
normal economic times single women might have
embraced notions of gender equality and agreed
that married women should enjoy the right to be
employed. But they were confronting a reality
rather than an abstraction, and in that situation
they were willing to appeal both to civic paternal-
ism and to deeply held social values regarding the
appropriate roles and responsibilities of single and
married women.”

Fargoans did not propose to interfere with private
hiring decisions, but policies 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 1931 controversy over employed wives, public
agencies responsible for the provision of work relief
attempted to uphold those values. The demand
for relief on the part of women, both married arid
single, made it abundantly clear, however, that
many Fargoans did not live their lives in accor-
dance with socially sanctioned gender roles. The
number of women with dependents who needed
relief compelled authorities to open a sewing room,
employing up to one hundred women, and later a
quilt and comforter factory that employed seventy-
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
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employed dozens more. Relief officials at both the
local and the federal levels gave the highest priority
in work relief to heads of families. These were
usually men, but many were mothers and married
women who were working to support families and,
sometimes, to maintain husbands who could not or
would not fulfill their familial role. In June 1935,
for example, the Cass County Welfare Board
discussed 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.
In December it decided to provide aid for Kather-
ine Parker, whose “good-for-nothing husband,” a
janitor, had failed to support the family for years
while she “washed, scrubbed, and cleaned” to earn
a living. While Parker’s labor potentially denied a
job to a single woman, the welfare board praised
rather than criticized her because of her longstand-
ing efforts to support her family. By living her
life in accordance with one social value, Parker
was excused for violating another, or, more pre-
cisely, her husband was blamed for forcing her to
violate it. The relief office and the welfare board
further discovered that unemployed single women,
whom it perhaps expected to be “absorbed by their
families,” also needed aid. Recreation supervisors
and nursery school teachers in Fargo were usually
single, unemployed teachers, and the clerical staff
at the relief office was also composed largely of
single women. Still, despite broad public sympathy
for them, single women frequently fell through
the cracks of a relief structure designed mainly to
support families. Some of their needs were pre-
sumably addressed by non-governmental entities,
such as the “Independent Ladies Club” consisting
of as many as one hundred women, mostly single,
“preferring work rather than relief,” which main-
tained an employment service in Fargo throughout
the thirties.?

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 its understand-
ing of the way families should be organized and
maintained. In October 1934, for example, the
relief office sought to dismiss one of its clients,

N \\ |
o SBHING Rogy

- Cr L HIC T U08- | “UUTIsT “HCPlaces fas

en, par, . in T

» compWTngter Wood park,k' Oak Grove and Edgt:_e /
bi

L S

@®.L»

S of e “@@wmmyr

Y revamp.|a er article y
etroit Lakeg b?;l)— toix;ixr:'r’usua“y Io“";qon?f b 'M -
OTWArd With yn_|to the ¢, 80008, were g0 N fac- | MIS.

wag Mg more; way.
Pointeq oy The! Jf,“ 2

hey were me
n
POVer adminig. | Y54 for the guy ¢ denim

(]
thered wagp_| S03Ls. Fin;

Lois E

and ! Mrs, e

fail - of the | h
. ow ‘¢,
;:“(1-‘/ movie | we]p a,o
"ven vdays' i
‘e New Iaigan s:’ aprong, unden

n be . n
S & lack op 8t home, yypg, | M3 Jack s

d Materig) avail:ble. :

iplaineq
ey o7/ B€ It Ever

Figure 10. Sewing rooms were opened by relief
authorities to provide support to women with
dependents. (Fargo Forum, April 26, 1936)

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 could not get along staying at home.”
She suggested that her husband, whom she con-
sidered too old at fifty-one for efficient labor, stay
at home with their eight-year-old son and three-
year-old daughter, a division of familial responsi-
bility with which he was apparently comfortable.
The board was aghast at Jeffries’” suggestion. It was
one thing when the failures of men forced women
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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 for [Mrs. Jeffries]
is 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 automatically the woman stops work”
and added that, when he learned there was a three-
year-old in the home, “I did not see how you could
leave her.” The board was determined to maintain
male authority and conventional gender role in
the Jeffries family, even if the Jeffries themselves
rejected those roles.”

The board’s decision in the Jeffries case indicated
its fealty to widely held social norms, but it was
called upon continually to modify its position,
due to considerations of necessity, or class
sympathy, 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 Cathedral of
St. Mary, an impressive and graceful structure
that was headquarters for the Roman Catholic
Diocese of Fargo, North Dakota. When the
Depression struck, William was a contractor
with a downtown office, and the family lived at
one of the city’s prestige addresses. By 1932 the
city directory listed him as a carpenter, in a city
filled with unemployed carpenters, and the family
had relocated to a modest bungalow in a lower-
middle-class neighborhood.?

The historical record is mute regarding the sharp
reversal of William Kennedy’s fortunes. But for
whatever reason he went from being admired as
“one of the most influential men in this town, one
of the wealthiest, one of the most responsible,” to
the degradation of being arrested for public drunk-
enness on lower Front Street. He also became a
man who was largely supported by his wife,
thereby losing an essential component of middle-
class manhood.”

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 caseworker after the county welfare
board was created in April 1933, and by mid-1934
she was receiving one hundred dollars per month
when other female caseworkers made eighty to
ninety dollars. When the issue of the pay dispar-
ity was raised at a board meeting, member P.H.
Burton, a Fargo physician, made the argument that
carried the day. “I tell you if Mrs. Kennedy was
single and getting $90 I would say fine and dandy,
but some of us fellows have lived here a longtime
and know the picture. We knew her father-in-law.
She is supporting a husband and children.”*

Helen Kennedy’s employment was not simply a
matter of pity—she was a trained social worker who
had experience in the field prior to her marriage—
but she was pitied. Because her husband failed to
support his wife and children, she was forced to
leave the home to fulfill the role of maintaining
her family. While married clients could work in
candy stores for four dollars a week, or the wives
of working-class men could be employed at “pin
money” wages, the Kennedy family was expected
to maintain at least a semblance of middle-class
respectability. While the board had no compunc-
tion about telling working-class people such as the
Jeffries how they should live and who should earn
the family living, it treated an established family
attempting to maintain a middle-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, a humiliation
that would have been exceeded only by the humili-
ation 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
sensitivity to the special needs of what had once
been a leading Fargo family. But their action in
the Jeffries case—on which, ironically, Kennedy
was the caseworker—shows that the welfare board
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Figure 11. This aerial view of downtown Fargo is taken from the top of the newly-constructed Black Building in the
early 1930s. The view is looking toward the Front Street (Main Avenue today) area of Fargo. (Institute for Regional

Studies, NDSU, Fargo, 2006.10.4)

was less sensitive to the needs, desires, and pride of
women in the working class.

The strong preference of the city and such public
agencies as the welfare board for male breadwin-
ners, even when they did not want the role, suggests
gender entitlement, and the debates carried on in
the pages of the Forum further strengthen that
impression. However, the attitudes Fargoans held,
and acted upon, in regard to single men make it
clear that such an impression, while generally
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—especially the obligations of marriage,
fatherhood, and family maintenance—that men
were expected to fulfill. Because they failed to
fulfill the obligations society placed on men, bach-
elors did not enjoy the sympathy on which other
men could partially depend.”!

Single men were not as significant numerically
in Fargo’s population 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 dispropor-
tionate numbers of the older men were immigrants.
Fargo had its share of widowers, 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 live with parents
or other family members long after reaching their
majority.*

The lives of some single men revolved in part
around families, to whom they presumably owed
obligations. The single men who drew Fargo’s
attention and contempt were different. They were
unattached men who never had families 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, made them a recognizable social group
in the city, as did the occupational pattern many
shared. During the spring and summer numerous
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Figure 12. Fargo Forum clipping, April 30, 1936.

single men worked on farms, often in Cass County,
in jobs secured for them by local employment
agencies or with farmers with whom they had a
longstanding relationship. Others stayed in town,
working odd jobs, construction, or other positions
requiring unskilled 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 single men.
One detailed the pattern of odd jobs that sustained
him, “In winter he shovels snow, carries ashes,
tends furnaces. In summer he mows lawns and
tends gardens. He has had a steady job removing
and putting on storm and screen windows for. . . a
number of householders.” When funds from such
work ran short, as was frequently the case, single
men depended on help from such private agencies
as the Salvation Amy and the Union Mission, and
if they had established residency they could receive
general assistance from Cass County.”

When they were in town these men lived in cheap
rooms, flophouses, or shacks, mostly in the lower
downtown area near the Red River. Shacks that
could accommodate one to eight people were espe-
cially popular with single men, and in the 1930s,
when zoning regulations were extremely lax, they
could be thrown up almost anywhere. Single
men’s shacks were numerous behind businesses on
lower Front Street, in partially developed residen-
tial subdivisions such as Belmont Park, on Fargo’s
south side, and on private property where land-
owners were willing to rent space for a nominal
fee. The “shack dwellers” profiled by the Forum in
1936 lived free at the Johnson brothers’ scrap yard,
the proprietors reasoning that their presence kept
thieves away.>

Concentrated at the bottom of the occupational
scale, 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. As early as March 1930 the Forum carried
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complaints that seasonal workers were taking jobs
as cooks, waiters, and countermen at cafes, depriv-
ing “experienced men in this class of the best advan-
tage and [cutting] down the wage scale.” In August
a Fargoan complained that “men who . . . have no
one but themselves to support” were taking jobs
from “married men with families. . . very badly in
need of work.”

Criticized for competing with married men for
private employment, single men often found them-
selves shut out of public employment as well. In
January 1931 the Fargo City Commission decided
to require on city projects that “the contractor
agrees that in the performance of the 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 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 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, complained 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, because “he may buy a
quart of alcohol, rent an automobile, [and] patron-
ize night clubs and speakeasies.” Meanwhile, his
“co-worker with a family must ask the wife and
mother to count the pennies to buy a loaf of bread,
and there will not be any butter to go with it for
the kiddies either.” Furchts objection to placing
single men on a plane with married men was
that the public authorities who hired single men
undermined married men who lived their lives in
accordance with cherished social values and expec-
tations. Furcht complained that public officials
turned society’s values 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 steadily to support and educate his
children was looked up to in his commu-
nity. He was a man, worthy of respect.
Now apparently, that mode of living is not
to be tolerated. He who has ordered his
living along those lines must be made to
suffer, and also his family must suffer, and
have held up before their eyes, as a shining
example, the man who has not married, the
man who has been too selfish to shoulder
any responsibility.”’

Largely dependent on low-wage, economically sen-
sitive muscle jobs and shunned by public employ-
ers, single men found it increasingly difficult
to maintain even their modest living standards.
More needed help from welfare agencies and Cass
County, and needed it earlier than was normally
the case, creating pressures on available funds.
And when they approached private agencies or the
county for assistance, they were accused of being
immoral and lazy. In January 1932 the Commu-
nity Welfare Association decided to require single
men to work for their aid as a means of trimming
some from the rolls of private agencies, and the
Forum carried complaints that single men refused
to work on farms for “board and room, but no
wages” because, “supported with the necessities
of life by charitable” agencies, they “see 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 single men. These men were given rooms
in Fargo and were fed at restaurants or some of the
cheaper boarding houses. During the day many
did nothing but loaf around pool halls.” Hoglund
believed that county assistance had been overly
generous and was consequently attracting many
single men who soaked up funds that should go
to families. His solution was to have a barracks
constructed at the Cass County Poor Farm, north
of the city, for the housing of single men the fol-
lowing winter. Hoglund argued that “by forcing
single men to move outside the city, where plea-
sures they now enjoy would not be available, I
believe we can rid ourselves of many of the men
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who hang around Fargo during the winter and
‘sponge’ off the county.” The County Commission
agreed and constructed a barracks for sixty-five to
seventy men, who would chop their own wood, eat
“saltpork, beans and plenty of vegetable stew” and
sleep on “straw mattresses” with “no springs.”*

The federal relief programs launched by Franklin
D. Roosevelt’s New Deal administration, begin-
ning with the Federal Emergency Relief Admin-
istration (FERA) in 1933, alleviated the local
funding crisis that had brought forth this dra-
conian solution, but they were hardly boons
for single men. There was never enough FERA
money to meet all local needs, and the welfare
board put its emphasis on aiding heads of house-
holds, including women, many of whom had been
covered previously under North Dakota mothers’
pensions.
county general assistance, if they were granted any
aid atall. This solution was consistent with FERA
guidelines that gave priority to heads of families
and suggested that both “local homeless persons
and wandering transients” be confined to barracks
such as that at the Cass County Poor Farm. As the
magazine New Republic noted at the time, “this
recommendation . . . is equivalent to an endorse-
ment of discriminatory standards of relief for local
residents on the basis of marital status. It means

Most single men were thrown on

that solitary . . . men . . . will continue to receive

relief on a level of decency and adequacy far below
that allowed to married men.”’

The Civil Works Administration (CWA), which
operated in the winter of 1933-34, should have
provided greater opportunities for single men,
both because it offered mainly male-oriented work
relief and because one was not required to be on the
existing relief roles to receive public employment.
Once again, however, family heads received priority
prompting single men to protest. On December
19, 1933, 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.” One
single man suggested to the Forum that the relief
office apparently expected single men “to hibernate
through the winter.” Another, Torgie Torgerson,
cleverly attacked the moral advantage married men

had in the struggle for relief funds:

Allotment of employment by the CWA
completely ignores the single man. Aside
from the veterans [who were eligible
for the Veterans’ Civilian 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 nation an extreme favor by
remaining single, and not adding a great

Figure 13. Employment on city public works projects, such as the construction on Fargo’s Fourth Street Dam in
1939, was usually limited to male heads of families. (Institute for Regional Studies, NDSU, Fargo, 2022.4.1)
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Figure 14. A Works Progress Administration (WPA) work crew on a river cleanup project in Fargo, about 1936.
(Institute for Regional Studies, NDSU, Fargo, 2065.35.1)

multiple burden by bringing children into
the world. On the other hand, we find
the other fellow, a weakling who rushes
into marriage and brings children 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 family and should be given all
the attention and help in my poverty.”*

The complaints and protests of Torgerson and
other single men in the winter of 1933-34 failed
to change a relief policy that placed them firmly at
the bottom, or to alter social values that privileged
married men. Single 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 families receiving aid.
In June 1934 the welfare board decided to pay
married men on FERA work relief fifteen dollars
a week, while giving single 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.” Later, single
men on Works Progress Administration (WPA)
projects who failed to save sufficient funds to carry
themselves through the winter were denied any
supplementary funds from the county. Discrimi-
nation against people on relief was vigorously and
systematically protested by the Fargo Trades and
Labor Assembly, such radical groups 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 assistance rolls, serving mainly the aged,
people suffering severe mental and physical handi-
caps, and others deemed “unemployable.” While
those on CWA and WPA rolls received cash for
their work, on county general assistance were given
rent and grocery vouchers and commodities dis-
tributed through the county commissary. It was a
dismal and demeaning life. County records show
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that two to three hundred single men received help
from the county every winter, beginning in 1933—
34, and that they constituted about 15 percent of
those receiving some kind of relief. Caseworkers
reported that single male clients usually lacked
family, had lost touch with their families, or were
alienated from them. In the summer they could
usually get seasonal 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 fifty-five to eighty-three years of age” made
it unlikely that they would become completely
self-supporting in the future.”?

The county handled the unwanted burden of
single men as cheaply as possible. In 1933-34 the
county boarded most single men in cheap rooming
houses for forty cents per man per day, though
Hendricks admitted that “the men were forced in
many instances to occupy unsanitary 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, foul
with vermin and other filth.”*

The welfare board was evidently afraid that even
these feral conditions would accustom single
men to lives as county charges, because it moved
quickly to curtail assistance whenever the of
private employment appeared. In April 1934,
for example, Ivan Steele lost the $4.30 in general
assistance he received every week—and for which
he was compelled to work forty 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 experienced farm hand” and that he “had a job
coming up in the city with . . . a moving contrac-
tor,” 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 farmers wanted help and “their being on
relief produces no incentive for them to make

their own living.” While such curtailments of
relief were harsh, some county officials wondered
aloud why the public should care for single men
at all, urging instead that they should be com-
pelled to work year-round for farmers “for room
and board, clothing and tobacco money” instead
of wages.*

The welfare board eventually came up with a
solution to what it believed would be the enduring
problem of providing relief for single men. Begin-
ning in the winter of 1936-37 the county housed
single men on general assistance at the “Men’s
Bureau” at Longfellow School, which had been
closed by the school board some years before.
Located next to the Great Northern tracks on the
north side of town, Longfellow School had served
in 1933 as the headquarters of the Unemployed
Men’s Club, which maintained a labor exchange
and commissary there. From December 1933
through October 1935 it had been a FERA tran-
sient center. It became available to the county
when the WPA and Social Security assumed
most FERA functions, putting that agency out of
business. The federal government had constructed
cooking, dining, and sleeping facilities that made
Longfellow an especially attractive venue for single
men needing assistance.”

The county was determined to make life at the
Men’s Bureau tough. The inmates were compelled
to work at such jobs as chopping wood and shovel-
ing snow to earn their keep. They were prevented
from having liquor, though they did receive ten
cents worth of tobacco or candy bars per week.
The county boasted in January 1939 that it could
keep a man at the bureau for just twenty-five cents
per day. Life was so harsh there that many refused
to report, giving the relief office an excuse to deny
them any aid, while others reported and then
left—Dbetween seventy-five and one hundred in the
fall of 1936 alone. Still, enrollment was high, and
as late as January of 1939 the county was housing
178 men at the Men’s Bureau.®

When Fargoans considered the worthiness of
job holders and relief recipients, they thought in
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terms of an informal and flexible hierarchy open
to amendment on the basis of class or admirable
personal characteristics, but a hierarchy supported
by broad agreement. At the top were married
men with dependents, then single women trying
to get a start in the world or live an independent
life, and then married women, except in cases
such as those of Helen Kennedy and others whose
husbands’ failures as providers compelled them
to support families. At the bottom, in Fargo as
elsewhere, were the single men, whose status just
slightly above transients was underscored by their
institutionalization in a facility designed to house
transients.

The degree to which Fargoans lived in accordance
with widely held social values regarding family
and gender went a long way toward determin-
ing their worthiness in the eyes of their neigh-
bors. In Fargo, married men deserved work and
attractive relief not primarily because they were
males, but because they were fulfilling an essential
social purpose and upholding valued and endan-
gered cultural norms. They had shouldered the

burden of marrying, creating families, caring for
women and children, and maintaining the foun-
dation of a moral and well-ordered society. They
stood against the forces of selfishness, individual-
ism, and materialism that threatened 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 sanc-
tioned roles of adult males. As E.C. Furcht had
put it so well, the husband and father “was a man,
worthy of respect.””
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