Pearl Dannael
Homesteader in Big Dry Country

by Ellie Arguimbau

I first met Pearl Danniel
when I decided to process the
manuscripts her grandson Alan
Amundson had donated to the
Montana Historical Society Ar-
chives in 1979."

Two previous people had tried
to sort the manuscripts and had
given up in frustration. Neverthe-
less, I decided to have a go at it. I
quickly discovered why they had
given up. The manuscripts were
contained in four large boxes,
almost totally unsorted. Arranging
Pearl Danniel’s papers was like
trying to put together a jigsaw
puzzle when there were lots of
pieces missing and several different
puzzles had been mixed together.
Shortly before her death in 1975,
Pearl Danniel’s cabin was vandal-
ized and her manuscripts scattered
all over the floor. When received
by the Montana Historical Society
they were in the same condition as
when they were swept off the floor
into boxes. The problem was made
infinitely worse by the fact that
Pearl had written and re-written
each of her manuscripts several
times over a period of roughly forty

1. Unless otherwise specified, all
citations are to the Pearl Danniel Papers,
MC 237, Montana Historical Society
Archives, Helena. Biographical information
is drawn from her various autobiographical
writings. See folders 9-15, box 1, and
folders 1-19, box 2. Exact citations are not
always possible because of the fragmentary
nature of much of her writing.
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years. Fortunately, she
had typed on several
typewriters during that
time so I could guess
pretty closely when she
had written a given
piece. Unfortunately,
she had borrowed freely
from earlier versions to
complete later versions.
(This was, of course,
before there were word
processors with cut and
paste features. Her cut
and paste was literal,

except that she bor-
rowed the whole page.)
As I gradually fit
pieces together, I
became more and more
intrigued with her. As I
read Pearl’s writings,
she came to be a friend. Like all
friends, she moved me, irritated
me, disappointed me, and occa-
sionally angered me deeply.
Archivists meet many people
while arranging manuscript collec-
tions. Some are famous and
historically significant, and their
papers cast light on important
issues in history. Some are scoun-
drels who illustrate the worst in

human nature. And some are very
ordinary people who somehow
seem to capture the spirit of an age.
Pearl was such a woman. She
homesteaded in the “Big Dry” of
eastern Montana in 1918, was
postmistress in the small McCone
County community of Bonin (Bow-
neen), a sheep camp cook, a
door-to-door saleswoman, and,
most importantly, a writer and



























