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HAVING BABIES OR NOT 
HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION AND FERTILITY IN RURAL 

IOWA AND NEBRASKA, 1900,1910 

DEBORAH FINK AND ALICIA CARRIQUIRY 

How did life change for people from the east­
ern prairie or forest regions when they crossed 
the Missouri River to settle in the Plains of 
Nebraska? The land presented its own social, 
economic, and environmental problems for the 
settlers. While some historians have empha­
sized the resourcefulness with which settlers 
adapted to maintain the life ways of the rural 
regions to the east, others have pointed to the 
cultural and social shifts effected by the plains 
environment. Considerable social divergence 
occurred within the plains population, even 
within the dominant northern European Amer­
ican ethnicity. This study addresses the lives of 
rural women using quantitative methods and 

Deborah Fink, an anthropologist, is the author of 
two books, Open Country Iowa (1986) and 
Agrarian Women (1992). The research for this 
paper was partially done during her tenure as Rocke­
feller Fellow in the Rural Women and Feminist 
Issues program at the University of Iowa. Alicia L. 
Carriquiry is assistant professor of statistics at Iowa 
State University. She has published statistical anal­
yses in many journals. 
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census data along with historical narratives to 
explore the dynamics of childbirth decisions 
made within rural homes at the tum of the 
century. Comparing the birth patterns of a rural 
county in eastern Nebraska with those of a rural 
county in eastern Iowa, we find that on Ne­
braska farms the degree of social and geographic 
isolation of individual couples was significantly 
correlated with the number of children that 
women bore. Household composition mattered 
on the Nebraska frontier in a way that it did 
not in rural Iowa at the time. Frontier Nebraska 
women's high levels of fertility can be under­
stood, in part, in terms of their relative isola­
tion. 1 

Data come from 1900 and 1910 manuscript 
census forms for Bruce and Homer townships 
and the county seat town of Vinton in Benton 
County in east central Iowa; and Boone, Mid­
land, Oakland and Plum Creek precincts and 
the county seat town of Albion in Boone County 
in east central Nebraska. The census forms, 
available seventy-two years after collection, in­
clude name, age, marital status, and nationality 
for each member of each household. For the 
first time, the 1900 and 1910 censuses listed 
the total number of children born and the num­
ber of surviving children for each woman, thus 
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allowing the analysis of fertility variation among 
households and among different age groupings. 

Benton County was settled in the 1850s and 
1860s, Boone County some twenty-five years 
later; thus the 1900-1910 comparison of the two 
areas encompasses different settlement stages. 
By 1900 Benton County, with a population of 
25,177, had a well-established and stable farm­
ing population, serviced by the county seat town 
of Vinton, which had a population of 3499. 
Boone County, with a population of 11,689, 
was still receiving homesteaders and other set­
tlers after 1900. Its population increased by 12 
percent between 1900 and 1910, and forty-one 
thousand acres of its land were first improved 
in that decade. The county seat, Albion, had 
a population of 1369 in 1900. Unlike the rural 
region of eastern Iowa in 1900, rural Nebraska 
was in the midst of the rapid development and 
growth that accompanied the claiming of the 
plains region for European American agricul­
ture. The farming precincts of Boone County 
had a population density of 11.7 persons per 
square mile as compared to 17.9 persons per 
square mile in the farming townships of Benton 
County. 2 

Besides the difference in settlement stage, 
an enduring difference in the general prosperity 
of the two regions was developing. Benton 
County, in the middle of the Cornbelt, was well 
watered, with a thick layer of rich topsoil that 
year after year would yield abundant crops of 
com and hay. Boone County, on the western 
border of the Cornbelt, had thin, readily ero­
dible topsoil and only marginally sufficient rain­
fall for com production. Although Boone 
County farmers had some years of remarkable 
production, they also saw extended periods in 
which rainfall was insufficient to sustain the 
farming economy. In 1910 Boone County farm­
land was worth an average of $61.33 per acre, 
as compared to $106.94 per acre for Benton 
County farmland. Although Benton County is 
smaller than Boone County, the value of both 
crop and livestock production in Benton County 
consistently exceeded that in Boone County. 
For example, in 1929 Benton County crop pro­
duction totaled $6,971,386; its livestock pro-

duction totaled $6,840,298. Boone County 
farmers raised crops worth $4,730,615 and live­
stock worth $4,405,425 in 1929. 3 

On the whole the population of Boone 
County was poorer than that of Benton County. 
Yet Boone County covered a larger area, mean­
ing more fences and bridges to build and more 
miles of roads to lay and maintain. Taken to­
gether, the comparative lack of wealth, the more 
rudimentary infrastructure, and the sparser pop­
ulation limited the interaction among the farm 
people of Boone County. Compared to a Benton 
County farm woman, the average Boone County 
farm woman had to travel a longer distance to 
see her neighbors, she was less likely to have 
access to means of transportation, and she was 
more likely to be faced with road problems along 
the way-as late as 1940, 80 percent of the 
farms in Boone County lay on ungravelled dirt 
roads as compared with 38 percent of the farms 
in Benton County. 4 

But beyond the economic and demographic 
differences, which distinguished rural Iowa and 
Nebraska populations in general, the popula­
tions of Benton and Boone counties were sim­
ilar. Their lives revolved around the farming 
seasons. Both groups had roots in northern Eu­
rope. The majority of both farmers and town 
dwellers were native-born, although a greater 
percentage of the farming population were born 
in Europe. Both Benton and Boone counties 
had Germanic minorities--in 1900 23 percent 
of the married women in Boone County and 32 
percent in Benton County had been born in 
Germany or Scandinavia. 5 

FERTILITY OF U.S. WOMEN 

The fertility of U.S. women as a whole de­
clined by approximately 50 percent during the 
nineteenth century, a decline that continued 
up to the post-World War II baby boom. Con­
trary to demographic transition theory, this de­
cline preceded rather than followed a reduction 
in childhood and infant mortality. Although 
immigrant women themselves tended to have 
large numbers of children, the birthrates of their 
daughters were lower than those of women born 



to native-born parents. The declining birthrate, 
linked to rising living standards, extension of 
schooling, and enhanced economic opportun­
ities for the working class, was first apparent in 
the cities. Rural women, who had consistently 
higher levels of fertility than urban women, also 
decreased their childbearing in the late nine­
teenth century, but a significant rural-urban fer­
tility differential remained. Census distinctions 
between farm and nonfarm rural populations, 
which first appeared in 1920, made it apparent 
that within rural populations, farm women were 
having the most children. 6 

Yasukichi Yasuba theorized that the higher 
birth rates observed among U. S. frontier pop­
ulations were. a response to the increased avail­
ability of land, a theory that has generally held 
in subsequent studies of U.S. populations, al­
beit with modifications. But land availability is 
a cultural rather than a natural fact, and the 
theory does not tell us why the fertility rate 
might have responded to land economics in the 
way it seems to have done. Moreover, the his­
torical decline in fertility occurred in sparsely 
populated areas as well as in urban areas. Mod­
ifications of the land availability theory suggest 
that such variables as prospective income from 
land and changing economic expectations were 
mediating conditions. 7 

A closer look at the pattern of the historical 
fertility decline in the northern rural United 
States further refines the land availability the­
ory. Richard Easterlin, using data from the 1860 
census, classified sample townships in terms of 
the ratio of improved agricultural acres to the 
maximum number of acres subsequently im­
proved for agricultural purposes. The newest 
settlement areas had the lowest percentage of 
improved acres; the areas of longer settlement 
had a relatively greater percentage of improved 
land. Dividing the townships into five cate­
gories, he found a slight increase in fertility from 
the areas of newest settlement to the areas of 
slightly longer settlement; after that there was 
a steady decrease in fertility as the settlements 
became older. This study, like Yasuba's, shows 
farm families limiting their fertility as available 
farm land was taken up. Another study has found 
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TABLE 1. 
FERTILITY RATIOSl 

1900 1910 

Nebraskal farm 1320 960 
town 782 723 

Iowal farm 1031 954 
town 610 437 

lFertility ratio: [(number of children ages 0 
to 4) divided by (number of married women 
ages 15 to 44)] times 1000. 

lBoone County, Nebraska, farm precincts 
(Boone, Midland, Oakland, Plum Creek) and 
county seat (Albion); and Benton County, Iowa, 
farm townships (Bruce and Homer) and county 
seat (Vinton). 

Source: Computed from U.S. census manu­
scripts, 1900, 1910; Vinton figures based on an 
every other household sample. 

that a relatively higher ratio of males to females, 
the scarcity of women noted on many frontiers, 
correlated with a higher fertility level. After an 
initial period of frontier adjustment, birthrates 
were high in newly settled regions but declined 
in succeeding generations. 8 

FERTILITY IN BOONE AND BENTON 
COUNTIES 

The observed fertility patterns in Boone and 
Benton counties are consistent with these stud­
ies. Farm women had significantly more births 
than did town women; women on the Nebraska 
frontier had more births than did the women 
on established Iowa farms. Fertility levels of all 
groups decreased from 1900 to 1910, as hap­
pened in general throughout the country. (See 
Table 1.) There is no reason to believe that the 
fertility of the women of Boone County and 
Benton County was unrepresentative of general 
U.S. patterns. 
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TABLE 2. 
AVERAGE NUMBER OF BIRTHS TO MARRIED WOMEN BY AUE OF WOMAN 

Age Age Age Age 
15-24 25-34 35-44 adjusted 

average 

1900 Nebraska farm 1.31 2.72 5.72 3.25 
town 1.00 2.64 4.01 2.55 

Iowa farm .97 2.49 5.00 2.82 
town .70 1.91 3.21 1.94 

1910 Nebraska farm 1.03 2.73 5.37 3.04 
town 1.17 2.25 3.67 2.36 

Iowa farm .78 2.64 4.38 2.60 
town .56 1.27 3.11 1.65 

Farm and town populations as defined in Table 1. 
Source: Computed from U.S. census manuscripts, 1900, 1910. 

The numbers of births to women of different 
ages reveal something of the pattern by which 
women were or were not limiting births. Table 
2 gives the average number of births to women 
in different age groupings. The higher number 
of children born to Nebraska women under age 
twenty-five probably reflects an earlier age of 
marriage, consistent with frontier practices. By 
the twenty-five to thirty-four age grouping the 
women (except for Iowa town women) were 
nearly even in number of births. It was among 
women age thirty-five to forty-four that the most 
pronounced differences in fertility are observed. 
While we discern the beginning of the higher 
farm birthrate and the higher frontier birthrate 
pattern among women from ages twenty-five to 
thirty-four, the pattern is clearest among the 
women from age thirty-five to forty-four. Some 
systematic birth limitation occurred before age 
thirty-five, but the key to the variation exists 
in the childbearing patterns of women who were 
between thirty-five and forty-four. 

Since the overall trend was toward dimin­
ished childbearing, we might expect to see the 

women who were age twenty-five to thirty-four, 
who had roughly the same number of births by 
1900, continue this similarity. Yet in 1910 we 
again observe the 1900 pattern, albeit with less 
extreme contrasts-except for the Iowa town 
women who led the way toward ever greater 
birth limitation at all ages. For the other women, 
the most significant differences in childbearing 
again appeared among the women ages thirty­
five and over. 

FERTILITY AND HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION 

A closer examination of childbearing pat­
terns within the age groupings reveals that on 
Nebraska farms the number of children a mar­
ried woman had was closely related to the com­
position of the household in which she lived. 
In general the common assumption that U. S. 
households were overwhelmingly nuclear in 
composition-that is, composed of husband, 
wife, and offspring-has diverted researchers 
from exploring household composition as a fac­
tor in fertility differentials. 9 But census forms 
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TABLE 3. 
PERCENTAGE OF NUCLEAR, EXPANDED, AND SMALLER HOUSEHOLDS 

Nuclear 

1900 Nebraska farm 60.7 
town 57.2 

Iowa farm 37.9 
town 53.7 

1910 Nebraska farm 63.1 
town 56.0 

Iowa farm 48.3 
town 49.1 

lExpanded: Nuclear unit plus other persons. 
2Smaller: No married couple in households. 

Farm and town populations as defined in Table 1. 
Source: Computed from U.S. census manuscripts, 

of both Benton and Boone counties reveal a 
substantial number of households that were not 
composed of nuclear families. 

We have classified households in three cat­
egories: 1) nuclear family households with or 
without children present; 2) households with a 
nuclear family unit plus additional persons (ex­
tended family members, multiple families, ser­
vants, boarders); 3) households without a 
married couple (single person, unrelated per­
sons, siblings, widowed, separated, or di­
vorced). The numbers of each of these 
populations can be seen in Table 3. 

The Iowa farm population tended to have 
the greatest number of households with com­
plex organization and the fewest number of nu­
clear family households, probably because 
Benton County was older, more prosperous, and 
more densely settled. There seem to have been 
multiple and perhaps competing tendencies to­
ward nuclearity, complexity, and simpler kin­
ship structures in household organization. 
Overall, however, nuclear family households did 
not constitute an overwhelming majority in any 

Expandedl Smaller2 Number in 
Sample 

23.5 15.8 501 
27.6 15.1 304 

44.8 17.3 277 
26.0 20.3 443 

25.8 11.1 531 
25.3 18.7 375 

41.4 10.3 232 
29.5 21.4 491 

1900, 1910. 

of the subpopulations. In each case expanded 
households represented more than 20 percent 
of the total; on Iowa farms they were more than 
40 percent of the total. Smaller than nuclear 
households were found more frequently in the 
towns than the rural areas. 

Analysis of household composition is com­
plicated. Census instructions drew a broad def­
inition of household, encompassing such 
institutions as prisons, hospitals, and hotels 
along with family homes. In town, keeping 
boarders was a common source of income for a 
woman, and these persons would be considered 
household members by census definition. The 
classic study of urban boarders concluded that 
urbanites took in boarders when space was avail­
able, and boarders would predictably be found 
in households with fewer children. This study 
concluded that ties between transient and per­
manent household members were weak. 10 

But the situation on the plains frontier di­
verged from that of the study in significant ways. 
The sense of urban crowding was alien to plains 
settlers, and lack of space does not appear to 
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have limited household size. In many one- or 
two-room frontier sod houses, having an extra 
member of the household didn't hinge on 
whether or not there was enough room. People 
slept in close proximity on the floor or in the 
bam if a house was crowded. Mari Sandoz, who 
grew up on a Nebraska homestead in the early 
1900s, wrote of how deeply she and her mother 
treasured the presence of Mari's grandmother 
and aunt and of their bitter disappointment at 
the aunt's departure. The Sandoz family hung 
curtains to separate sleeping quarters or nailed 
together another room to accept newcomers. 
Luna Kellie, who with her son Willie preceded 
her husband J.T. to rural Nebraska in 1876, 
lived with her widowed father and siblings in a 
two-room soddy for a period, sewing and cook­
ing for them. After she and J. T. had their own 
one-room house and a growing family, her 
brothers Fred and John stayed with them at 
different times to go to school or work. The 
lack of a bedroom did not prevent Luna and 
J. T. from welcoming a variety of persons to their 
home over the years. In addition to the presence 
of non-nuclear kin, many farms had hired hands; 
few had persons classified as boarders. Most of 
the persons living in farm households worked 
daily with the farm family members. II 

But not every frontier household was equally 
integrated into the growing farm community. 
Weeks or months of oppressive isolation might 
pass during which a farm woman saw no one 
outside her own household. Lack of privacy 
seems to have been the least of the frontier farm 
woman's worries; loneliness was of greater con­
cern. Luna Kellie, writing her memories in the 
mid-1920s, recounted the names, personal 
characteristics, and life stories of people she had 
met briefly forty years before as she and J. T. 
homesteaded and raised their children in cen­
tral Nebraska. The vividness of the memories 
reveals how noteworthy these encounters were. 
As a rule, ftontier dwellers welcomed newcom­
ers; people shared their homes, provisions, and 
life stories freely, even when they were 
strangers. 12 

It was among Nebraska women, who had a 
substantially higher birthrate than Iowa women, 

that we find a consistent, statistically significant 
association between household composition and 
number of children born. Women who saw any 
adults other than their husbands on a daily basis 
had substantially fewer children than did women 
whose only daily human contact was with their 
husbands and children. While a slight tendency 
in this direction existed among Iowa farm women 
and among town women in both states, only 
among the Nebraska farm women was this dif­
ference marked enough to be statistically sig­
nificant. 

Fifteen- to forty-five-year-old married women 
who were living in households with persons be­
yond the nuclear family had, in general, fewer 
children than did their counterparts living in 
nuclear family households. (See Table 4.) The 
differences were largest among married women 
from thirty-five to forty-four-Le., those women 
who had come closest to completing their child­
bearing. Among Nebraska farm women at ages 
thirty-five to forty-four, the difference in child­
bearing by household structure is statistically 
significant in both 1900 and 1910. The differ­
ences were not significant for any age group of 
Iowa farm women or for any women in the 
twenty-five to thirty-four age grouping. Con­
sidering the number of children surviving rather 
than the number of children born, we find an 
even stronger level of significance among Ne­
braska farm women ages thirty-five to forty-four, 
both in 1900 and 191O.I3 

INTERPRETING THE RESULTS 

Statistics establish linkages, but explaining 
and interpreting these linkages entails a creative 
response that makes sense of the reality the 
statistics describe. Historically women have had 
babies in part because they have wanted to have 
them and in part because they have been unable 
to prevent pregnancies. In either event, isola­
tion of Nebraska farm women seems to have 
driven them toward higher birthrates. While 
Nebraska farm women in general had high 
birthrates, those whose husbands were the only 
other adults in their households had especially 
high birthrates. 
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TABLE 4. 
CHILDREN I IN NUCLEAR AND EXPANDED HOUSEHOLDS 

Nuclear Households Expanded Households 

Nebraska 

Iowa 

farm 
town 

farm 
town 

Average 
Number of 
Children 

3.59 
2.72 
3.02 
2.16 

Number of 
Households 

203 
120 

68 
142 

Average 
Number of 
Children 

2.60 
2.26 

2.56 
1.44 

Number of 
Households 

84 
54 

92 
54 

IN umber of children born to married women as adjusted by mean age of mothers under age 45. 
Expanded households as defined in Table 3; Farm and town populations as defined in Table 1. 
Source: Computed from U.S. census manuscripts, 1900. 

Children were, first of all, wanted on Ne­
braska farms. Luna and J. T. Kellie homesteaded 
in Nebraska because they wanted space for a 
large number of children. When an aunt asked 
Luna how many children she wanted to have, 
her answer was "As many as I can." Having a 
large number of children eased the loneliness 
that so many women felt in settling on the 
frontier. Children, from birth to later years, 
provided diversion, company, and emotional 
support to women. Many of these women had 
recently left kin and friends in Europe or eastern 
North America and were acutely aware of the 
emotional void this uprooting entailed. Chil­
dren, perhaps, would fill this void. 14 

Children were also needed as farmworkers 
and household helpers. Children as young as 
three were doing chores and by the age of six 
many were putting in hard days of work on 
farms. Having a lot of sons, in particular, in­
creased the number of acres that a farmer could 
work and made it more likely that the family 
would stay on the farm. The ready availability 
of land made hired labor scarce and expensive, 
and Nebraska farm children did some of the 
work assigned to hired hands in more densely 
populated and prosperous farm populations. 1 \ 

But children had their costs as well as their 
benefits. Women assumed a heavy burden in 
bearing and rearing children on the frontier. 
Besides endangering a woman's health, frequent 
childbearing presented her with a greatly ex­
panded workload. In the absence of running 
water, central heating, washing machines, and 
household assistance a woman worked hard to 
keep a small child minimally clean, healthy, 
and warm. Having several small children in­
creased her work. In a one-room house toddlers 
lived in close proximity to knives, cooking fires, 
and food supplies. On many farms small chil­
dren could not play outside safely and freely by 
themselves. While children provided company 
for a mother, the need for childcare curtailed 
her mobility and limited the contacts that she 
could have outside the home. The burden of 
bringing children to the age of productive labor 
was born almost entirely by mothers. 

Supporting and educating children beyond 
the bare minimum was expensive for rural Ne­
braska families. While most farm children re­
ceived only a rudimentary grade school 
education, those children who attended high 
school usually needed to be transported and 
boarded in town. This, together with the labor 
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forgone, was prohibitive for most families. It 
was women, however, who were most likely to 
agonize over children's overwork, lack of edu­
cation, and limited nonfarm opportunities. 16 

While Nebraska farm women wanted chil­
dren, they had reason to be concerned about 
unregulated childbirth. A woman's interests in 
her own and her children's health, recreation, 
and future might in fact run counter to the 
monumental labor demands of a developing farm 
operation, which tended to be the focus of the 
male world. Thus, fertility decisions within 
families were undoubtedly negotiated in terms 
of competing interests. Although some demo­
graphic historians have used family consensus 
models in analyzing fertility decisions, discard­
ing a consensus assumption leads us to examine 
inequality within families and the effects of eco­
nomic and political inequalities outside. No­
where is the issue of gender inequality more 
salient than in fertility decisions, since every­
thing about having children is different-bio­
logically, socially, and legally-for men and 
women. A balanced, non-gendered considera­
tion of fertility decisions as family strategy be­
comes strangely unbalanced when we consider 
that women's childbearing is the most basic dif­
ference between men and women. 17 

In reflecting on the complexity of the various 
questions of fertility control, Daniel Scott Smith 
risked a broad generalization: "At a superficial 
level, fertility control within marriage is a re­
form analogous to temperance, abolitionism, and 
the extension of public schooling." According 
to Smith, fertility control represented a new 
level of autonomy for women within marriage. 
Yet curiously, in terms of the findings of this 
study, he attributed this increased autonomy to 
an increasing emphasis on conjugality and on 
the changes that occurred with the movement 
to the frontier. The evidence of this study sug­
gests that newly settled women whose lives, in 
terms of household composition, most strongly 
emphasized conjugality-those living in nuclear 
family households--exercised the least control 
over their fertility. 18 

How much did women know about control­
ling pregnancy? Both abortifacients and con-

traceptives were part of women's folk medical 
resources in preindustrial Europe. Although the 
growing medical establishment, with the co­
operation of governments, tried to root out 
women's medical practices, birth limitation 
measures persisted in women's culture in the 
nineteenth century. The 1873 Comstock Law, 
prohibiting the publication of birth control in­
formation or possession of birth control devices, 
suppressed the medical establishment's devel­
opment or dissemination of birth control, but 
it could not stop the flow of information within 
women's networks. Since descriptions of birth 
control could not legally be put on paper, no 
explicit and comprehensive discussions of rural 
women's birth control methods have been passed 
to succeeding generations. The evidence that 
exists for the period before the courts reinter­
preted the Comstock Law in 1936 is necessarily 
scanty and anecdotal. 19 

There is evidence of the flow of birth control 
advice among white women of the U.S. Plains 
in the late nineteenth century, although the 
accuracy and efficacy of the advice must have 
been uneven. Some farm women in North Da­
kota had access to contraceptive diaphragms as 
early as 1885. Women writing to the NelYraska 
Farmer in the 1890s and early 1900s had dis­
cussed birth control issues and generally agreed 
that, while every woman should have children, 
having too many children was irresponsible. Al­
though the Comstock Law prohibited the print­
ing of specific information, the women indicated 
that birth control was not only possible but 
morally dictated. Some women performed home 
abortions on themselves and their neighbors, 
and medical personnel also performed abortions 
occasionally. 20 

Evidence of the desire and the means to limit 
births, together with the continuing decline in 
fertility in all segments of the U.S. population 
throughout the nineteenth century, implies a 
measure of control. A recent and comprehen­
sive study of the fertility of Mormon women 
indicates that even in this pronatalist society, 
some birth control was being practiced--even 
Mormon women with many children often gave 
birth to them early and limited births in their 



later childbearing years. This does not, how­
ever, indicate that birth control information 
was available to all women. The Mormon study 
did not address the possibility of household dif­
ferences-such as household composition-as a 
fertility variable. But just as not every American 
woman in the 1990s has access to birth control 
measures that are generally available within our 
society, we can safely assume that not every 
rural woman of one hundred years ago had ac­
cess to birth control information. Some did; 
others didn't. Zl 

Given the informal channels in which birth 
control information moved during the period of 
the Comstock Law, nothing would have af­
fected a woman's access to birth control as much 
as the nature and frequency of her contacts with 
other women. A woman who was in frequent 
and intimate contact with another woman would 
share in her information. If knowledge of birth 
control can be inferred from the evidence of 
birth limitation, it appears that Nebraska women 
living in structurally larger than nuclear family 
households had more and better information on 
birth control than did women living in house­
holds in which the only other adults were their 
husbands. We can speculate that another adult 
woman in a household might have provided 
birth control information or might have inter­
mittently taken over certain household respon­
sibilities for the wife, thus freeing her to visit 
friends for an afternoon or longer or to be gen­
erally more mobile. 

Even an extra adult male in the household 
might have freed a woman or a nuclear family 
to have more extensive social contacts than the 
nuclear family alone could have had. A Boone 
County woman whose first son was born on a 
farm in 1932 described an example of such free­
dom. Although her husband was disinclined to 
care for the baby, their hired hand picked up 
the little boy and played with him in the house 
or put the baby into his jacket and took him 
outside, propping the child up to watch the man 
take care of animals. When this woman traveled 
away from the farmhouse she frequently took 
the hired man along to help her with the baby. 
While this attachment may not be represen-
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tative of all farm households, it is reasonable to 
suppose that on a farm where a hired hand was 
available to milk cows and do other routine 
chores a woman would be more mobile than 
she would if living in a household whose only 
workers were her husband and herself. 22 

A hired hand might also enable an entire 
family to do more traveling and visiting than 
they would if they had no help. During visiting 
that involved entire families it was common for 
men and women to segregate and talk about 
gender-specific concerns, which for women must 
have included birth control. Women in nuclear 
families appear to have had fewer social contacts 
in the sparsely settled Nebraska farming region. 

In addition Nebraska women, faced with the 
more recent disruption of their female networks 
at the time they moved west, would have been 
most vulnerable to isolation within their nu­
clear family households. Iowa women, more 
firmly established in their home communities 
and having closer and more accessible neigh­
bors, would not have been as intensely de­
pendent upon the people living in their 
households. Not only would they have had a 
readier access to birth control information, they 
would have been less dependent on children for 
companionship and emotional support and 
therefore less likely to want a large number of 
children. 

Women living in nuclear families in town 
would logically have been less isolated than 
would farm women, since they could reach other 
women comparatively easily. The absence of a 
uniform association between nuclearity and 
higher fertility among farm women in Iowa sug­
gests that a more compact settlement, a longer 
period of residence, a more developed com­
munication infrastructure, and a generally higher 
level of prosperity might have promoted more 
intimate ties among women from different 
households regardless of who was living with 
the women. 

Of perhaps equal significance with the 
knowledge of birth control was the willingness 
to use birth control and possibly the ability to 
convince a husband to go along with birth lim­
itation practices. Both of these would logically 
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have been affected by a woman's daily contacts 
with adults other than her husband. Associa­
tion with other women might have helped a 
woman to find a sympathetic female comrade, 
thereby helping her, even in small ways, to de­
fine a self that was to be cared for and respected. 
Close associations outside the nuclear family 
might also have afforded a woman protection 
and support in pressing for her interests in the 
conjugal relation. Cross-cultural studies of 
women, kinship, and residence patterns have 
shown that women who have significant social 
contacts beyond the nuclear family have rela­
tively more autonomy within the conjugal unit 
as well as in the larger society. 23 

The correlation demonstrated in this study 
supports the hypothesis that for frontier Ne­
braska women geographic or social isolation from 
other women tended both to increase the num­
ber of children a woman wanted and also to 
impede her access to birth control information, 
thereby leading to a larger number of children. 
This does not imply that isolation was the only 
factor in women's birth decisions. The varia­
tions in fertility among town women seem to 

be responding to economic and social condi­
tions not addressed in this study. Women's iso­
lation was not a function simply of life on a 
farm but of the economics of the farm com­
munity and the community networks available 
to the women. Isolation may also be related to 
the relative power of women both within the 
household and within the larger society and 
therefore to the amount of control a woman 
could exercise over childbirth decisions. 

Luna Kellie and Mari Sandoz are among those 
who have given us distinctive and intimate in­
sights into the private lives of rural Nebraskans 
in the frontier period. Yet writers represent a 
small and probably unrepresentative sample of 
Nebraska women. Census data, while not as 
readable as narratives, provide a breadth of view 
that we never experience in personal accounts. 
Interpreted in the light of narratives and sec­
ondary sources, these data provide a wealth of 
information on the lives of persons who etched 
themselves into plains culture as deeply and 

definitively as did those whom historians have 
named. 
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