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ABSTRACT  

This thesis is a study of courtship and the development of dating in 1950s West 

Texas. But aside from simply looking at courtship, this project is also a community study 

as it focuses mainly on life in and around Sudan, Texas. My grandmother’s hometown is 

a tiny farming community in the Panhandle of West Texas. Sudan is far removed from 

the bustling urban centers and college campuses that previous studies of courtship and 

dating have focused on. How did love and romance develop in such an unromantic place? 

Previous studies have shown us that urban areas with their dance halls, amusement parks, 

and rich sense of youth culture were the perfect places for romance to be found. This 

study looks at an area where romance seems unlikely if not impossible. It looks at the 

reasons why farming communities are seen as unromantic and the ways in which young 

men and women find and create love and how they make it last. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Being the ten-year old hopeless romantic that I was, I thought it would be fun to 

read my grandmother’s diary. I knew where she kept it: right next to her chair in the 

living room of their farm house. She was working in her garden at the time, so I stealthily 

crept into the living room, climbed up in the recliner and carefully picked up the small 

book. It had one of those easily opened locks so I had no trouble breaking into it. As I sat 

there reading about the weather, church, family, and the farm I realized that I might find 

more interesting material over on her bookshelf with the countless numbers of western 

and romance novels. She walked in after a while and caught me. I remember the look on 

her face as she said, “It’s not very exciting is it?” I laughed and nodded in agreement. 

Then she took me over to the bookshelf and handed me the first book in the Stagecoach 

series by Hank Mitchum. After that I had plenty to read at Grandmother’s house and the 

diary was safely out of my mind.    

This thesis is a study of courtship and the development of dating in 1950s West 

Texas. But aside from simply looking at courtship, this project is also a community study 

as it focuses mainly on life in and around Sudan, Texas. My grandmother’s hometown is 

a tiny farming community in the Panhandle of West Texas. Sudan is far removed from 

the bustling urban centers and college campuses that previous studies of courtship and 

dating have focused on. How did love and romance develop in such an unromantic place? 

Previous studies have shown us that urban areas with their dance halls, amusement parks, 

and rich sense of youth culture were the perfect places for romance to be found. This 

study looks at an area where romance seems unlikely if not impossible. It looks at the 
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reasons why farming communities are seen as unromantic and the ways in which young 

men and women find and create love and how they make it last. 

My main goal with this project has been to see how dating/courtship rituals have 

changed over several generations and what impact life in a small farming community has 

had on these rituals.  The backbone of my work is my grandmother’s fifty-four year 

diary. Aside from the diary, I have made use of several oral histories from my 

grandmother (Wanda), her husband, and several of her friends from the community, both 

those that still live in or near it and those who have since moved away. In addition to the 

interviews of those women who came of age in the 1950s, I have looked at the generation 

that came before and how they impacted the lives of those women this study focuses on. 

Other primary sources used in this project are the movies and books that both my 

grandmother and her girlfriends enjoyed as teenagers. Tales of romance and adventure in 

the Old West were an integral part of entertainment both in the movie theatre and in 

popular literature of the western genre. And finally I have looked at guidebooks for 

dating that were published in the late 1950s to help explain the mindset of these girls as 

they entered the sometimes confusing world of courtship.  

While looking at simpler topics such as entertainment, religion, and the weather, 

it is easy to make comparisons between generations. For example, the weather was and is 

an important factor to my grandparents both when they were dating in the mid-twentieth 

century and today in the twenty-first. The title of this project references a quote from the 

diary where my hopeful young grandmother writes that her fiancé told her to be patient, 

they would get married in the fall if it rained. At first glance this seems like a ridiculous 

statement, but only if you did not grow up on a farm or in an agricultural region. If they 
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did not get the rain they needed, the crop would fail and my grandfather would not have 

enough money to support a new wife.  

This study differs from the rest of the historiography of West Texas. While it is a 

very specific topic, it fits nicely into the work that has already been done on the region 

and also on courtship across the United States. Also, I feel that it adds quite a bit to the 

overall study of women in the United States as well as women in Texas. Most books on 

West Texas deal with farming and agriculture rather than on the history of the people 

who do that farming.  While researching I found very little on the farm women in West 

Texas, but while men are often given the credit for being farmers, their wives and 

daughters shared equally in the burden of the farming lifestyle and in the labor of the 

farm itself. 

Before looking at courtship in West Texas specifically, it was important to look at 

the history of farming in the region itself. Many books have been written on rural life and 

farming in the United States. Most focus on the Midwest but a few look at east and 

central Texas. In my research I found almost no mention of west Texas farming 

communities. However, the topics presented in many of the rural history books are 

similar to the subjects that I wanted to address in relation to west Texas. The book that 

most influenced this study was Mary Neth’s Preserving the Family Farm. Many other 

books that I read emphasize similar points, but nothing was as all inclusive as Neth’s 

book.1 She does an excellent job of showing how the farm impacted every aspect of 

farming men’s and women’s lives. Preserving the Family Farm discusses the importance 

of neighborhoods, schools, technological innovations, government intervention, race, and 
 

1 Mary Neth, Preserving the Family Farm: Women, Community, and the Foundations of Agribusiness in 
the Midwest 1900-1940, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 68. 
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religion. Pamela Riney-Kehrberg’s Childhood on the Farm was also influential.2 It gave 

a very clear picture of what children were expected to do on the farm as well as in the 

classroom. Other books helped with the topics of gender, racism, and farming in general, 

but these were the most helpful. 3 As far as the history of West Texas specifically, Janet 

Neugebauer’s edited version of the diary of William G. DeLoach was very educational. 

Janet does an excellent job of taking DeLoach’s entries and then fully explaining what 

was going on with agriculture at the time.4 This is helpful because Wanda Swart is 

DeLoach’s granddaughter and when something about the farm popped up in her diary 

that I did not understand and she did not fully explain it was easy to then go back and 

look at Neugebauer’s Plains Farmer to figure out just what she was talking about. 

After reading some of the other works that have been done on courtship and 

dating in the United States, I have realized that this study fits nicely into the 

historiography by focusing on how regional differences can and do affect courtship 

rituals. Beth Bailey’s From Front Porch to Back Seat gives a history of the transition 

from more traditional courtship to dating by looking at popular culture, magazines, and 

advice books.5 This thesis looks at the ways in which the boundaries between courtship 

and dating are blurred. It focuses on the lives of the people who are doing the dating, 

where they came from and what their backgrounds are like. Karen Lystra’s Searching the 

Heart looks at the history of traditional courtship through love letters. She emphasizes 

sex-role boundaries, the importance of religion, and also the differences between public 
 

2 Pamela Riney Kehrberg, Childhood on the Farm: Work, Play, and Coming of Age in the Midwest, 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2005).  
3 See also: Rebecca Sharpless, Fertile Ground, Narrow Choices: Women on Texas Cotton Farms 1900-
1940, (Chapel Hill: UNC Press), 1999.  
4 Janet Neugebauer, ed, Plains Farmer:The Diary of William G. DeLoach, 1914-1964, (College Station: 
Texas A&M University Press, 1991). 
5 Beth Bailey, From Front Porch to Backseat, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989).  
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and private in the Victorian era.6 Rather than relying on popular publications of the time 

to tell me how people dated as Beth Bailey has done, I have looked at what they say 

themselves in diaries and interviews, similar to Lystra’s study of letters.  

The historiography of labor and dating has also had an impact on this study. Part 

of what creates a person’s identity is how hard they have to work. Kathy Peiss’s Cheap 

Amusements looks at the intersection between work and leisure in urban areas and how 

changing ideas of leisure and entertainment affect courtship. Peiss’s book focuses on the 

romance and excitement of the big city that was waiting for young women when they got 

off work. In Sudan, there was no difference between being at work and not at work. The 

farm was all encompassing. Randy McBee’s Dance Hall Days looks at the rise of 

commercial leisure, specifically dance halls and their relation to the problems working- 

class people had in finding time away from work for leisure and love.7 Marriage, parental 

involvement, and ethnic differences are all topics discussed in relation to courtship. Rural 

communities are different in the type of work being done, but the farm has just as great 

an effect on courtship in rural areas as the assembly line in urban ones. In courtship 

studies the city is cast as being this exciting place where a young woman could create her 

own identity by making a distinction between work and leisure. Farming communities are 

often studied in relation to work and labor, rather than leisure. They are seen as harsh 

places to live. This study is meant to show that though the lifestyle of the farm was 

sometimes harsh, women could and did find ways to incorporate excitement and romance 

into their lives.  

 
6 Karen Lystra, Searching the Heart: Women, Men, and Romantic Love in Nineteenth-Century America, 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1989).  
7 Randy McBee, Dance Hall Days: Intimacy and Leisure Among Working-Class Immigrants in the United 
States, (New York: New York University Press, 2000).  



Texas Tech University, Krystal Humphreys, August 2007 

 6

This thesis is not meant to contradict work that has previously been done on 

courtship and dating. It is meant to add to it by looking at a region that has not been 

studied extensively and to point out similarities and differences in not only dating and 

love, but also in popular culture, work, and leisure. The only difference between young 

people growing up in cities and those who were raised on the farm is the farming lifestyle 

itself, the small town atmosphere that accompanies rural communities.  
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CHAPTER II 

WELCOME TO SUDAN 

 I was born in 1983 in Littlefield, Texas. It is about 45 miles northwest of Lubbock 

on the Clovis highway. We lived in Sudan at the time, in a small house on Furneaux. 

Things in Sudan have not changed much since we moved to the big city of Lubbock in 

1987. The first thing a traveler might notice are the feed lots with their large faded sign 

that reads “Eat More Beef.” As you drive in from the east the first business you see is the 

Allsups, the only place to buy pretty much anything other than the small grocery store on 

Main street. To the left you see the post office, the old car dealerships with broken 

windows that have been closed for as long as I can remember, the volunteer fire 

department, and city hall. To the right is the road across the railroad tracks to the gin. 

When you turn off the highway and onto Main Street you notice an abundance of empty 

buildings that were at one time busy with activity. Now they stand there almost 

completely empty, artifacts of another more prosperous time.  

Though only a few businesses actually remain in Sudan today, at one time it was a 

bustling commercial center of many smaller farming communities. James Humphreys, a 

former resident of Sudan and my father, remembers that even up until the early 1980s 

there were several places in town where one could do things like take the car in for 

repairs. It was the larger chain businesses opening in nearby Lubbock or Clovis, New 

Mexico that put the small independently owned stores out of business.8 Most of the old 

buildings are now in disrepair. The roofs have collapsed or the building is gone 

completely, as is the case with the movie theatre that was so important to social life in the 

 
8 James Humphreys, interview by author, 1 March 2007.  
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1950s. One of the only buildings on Main Street that still retains the original signage is 

the Higginbotham-Bartlett Lumber Company. It was a profitable business for Sudan as 

early as 1929 and though it has been out of business for many years, the building 

remains. One of the popular high school activities is to spray paint your name onto the 

side of the old building. It is impossible to tell how many layers of paint have been added 

over the years. This ritual has allowed high school students to essentially cover over 

hardship and to create their own tradition.  

Beginning in the early 1980s, many families were forced to give up farming and 

move to the city. Businesses closed and what had once been a thriving community was 

now little more than a pit stop on the way to some larger town. Sudan may not have been 

the most romantic place in the 1950s especially compared to large cities and college 

towns, but certainly by the 1990s all the romance has long since faded away. To even go 

on a date in Sudan today means you would need to drive all the way to Lubbock. Even 

the population has steadily declined from the “boom” of the 1950s.9 In 1990 the 

population of the town dropped beneath one thousand and therefore was not represented 

in the census. Today a little over one thousand people reside in Sudan and the 

surrounding area.10 So what keeps a town alive when the romance seems to be gone? The 

life blood of Sudan is still the two things that helped give it a unique sense of romance in 

the 1950s: religion and the farm. 

It has been said that there are more churches in Sudan than there are businesses. 

These can be seen as you drive along through town. The Church of Christ comes first, a 

 
9 The population of Sudan rose to a peak in 1950 at 1,348 people. It then steadily declined to 1,253 in 1960, 
976 in 1970, climbed back up to 1, 091 in 1980 and then declined again to under 1,000 people. 
10 U.S. Bureau of Census, U.S. Census of Population: 1950-2000, (U.S. Government Printing Office, 
Washington, D.C.). 
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modest building with a large lawn and small parsonage next door. On the opposite side of 

the street you see the large Methodist Church. It is quite a bit more stately than the others. 

On the corner across from the school is the Baptist Church, similar to the previous two 

and situated somewhere in between with regard to size and splendor. Churches and 

schools have always been the pride of Sudan and are described in detail in histories of the 

county. By the mid-1940s four different denominations were represented in Sudan.11

Perhaps the most important aspect of life in farming communities, at least among 

the people I interviewed, was religion and spirituality. Church has always been an 

important part of the community whether you find yourself in an urban setting or in a 

rural area. Randy McBee writes of church in urban areas: “Church related events, such as 

baptisms, communions, confirmations, and weddings, where men and women danced 

together were also popular events that encouraged new acquaintances.”12 Though it 

would be difficult to find a church in Sudan that offered dancing as a form of 

entertainment, these church events have always brought people together in other ways. In 

farming communities, church was the place to be on Sunday morning and evening and on 

Wednesday nights.  

Even dates were often simply a trip to one person’s church services. Wayne Swart 

did not go to church anywhere when he was growing up, it was only when he began 

dating that he started attending services. He said, “we didn’t go to church. My parents 

were good parents and always did what was right and instilled in us that we did what was 

right.” He decided to join the church (become baptized) at the age of 15 and was the only 

 
11 Evalyn Parrott Scott, A History of Lamb County, 1968.  
12 McBee, Dance Hall Days: Intimacy and Leisure Among Working Class Immigrants in the United States, 
(New York: New York University Press, 2000), 27.  
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one in his family to do so, at least for a while.13  Ida DeLoach remembers a time from her 

childhood when going to church was overshadowed by week-long revivals. In Malone, 

“we always had a two week revival. By the time church was over we kids were all in the 

wagon asleep. Church was a very important part of our life.”14 Wanda emphasized the 

importance of attending church with a story about her son: 

Going to Church was something that we just did, it wasn’t really required, 
but there was no question. On Sunday morning, Sunday night, and 
Wednesday night we got ready and went to Church. I remember Roger 
saying ‘why do we have to go to Church? We never get to see 
Disneyworld on TV on Sunday nights, everybody else gets to see it but we 
don’t.’ I said, ‘We are not everybody else and we go to Church on Sunday 
night, I am sorry that Disneyworld comes on on Sunday nights. 
 
In the early part of the twentieth century, church might be the only time each 

week when one got to socialize with other couples or with friends and family. Women 

used these institutional connections like church and school to enact neighborhood 

rituals.15 For example, as a child Wanda would often meet her friends at church and then 

have some sort of get together afterward. This extends into adulthood. In more recent 

times I know that if I need to I can find my grandparents at Leal’s in Muleshoe on 

Sunday after church having dinner with their closest friends, the friends they have been 

going to church with their entire marriage. Communities with strong family and religious 

ties can often feel oppressive to young people, however, those ties also help shape the 

community and allow young people the chance to carve out their own place within it. 

In addition to a strong sense of faith in God, farming is what has kept Sudan alive 

for all these years. It was apparent early on that cotton would become the major cash crop 

 
13 Wayne Swart, interview by author, 7 February 2007.  
14 Ida DeLoach, Things I Remember, 1991.  
15 Mary Neth, 68.  
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of the area and in 1922 the farmers of the area met and decided to build a gin in order to 

increase their profits from the sale of cotton. In 1925 the Co-op Gin and a grain elevator 

were built to service the area and electricity was brought to the town this same year. The 

city water well and water system was completed in 1929 and a new well was dug in 1954 

to supplement the old one. The Sudan Livestock and Feeding Company was started in 

1940. But perhaps the most proud moment for these early pioneers came in 1947 when 

the city streets were paved with caliche. By the 1940s Sudan had both a volunteer fire 

department and a city hall.16    

To understand the lives of farming families in the 1950s and to see why those 

lives are seemingly unromantic one must first gain some understanding of farming as an 

economic system. In the first half of the twentieth century, farmers in West Texas were 

divided into two different categories. Land owners, by definition, owned and farmed their 

own land. Families passed land down from father to son or from father to daughter. The 

children of land owners would often rent land from their parents or grandparents until it 

was time for them to take over the farm in its entirety. Tenant farmers furnished their 

own tools and work stock, rented the land, and paid the land owner a portion of the profit 

or a portion of the crop.17  

Farm land in West Texas and other parts of the mid- and southwest were 

distinctive in that the topsoil was too hard and the farming equipment not quite good 

enough to plow down into the subsoil with a simple horse and plow. This combined with 

extreme drought was the primary cause of the Dust Bowl and subsequent sand storms.18 

 
16 Evalyn Parrott Scott, A History of Lamb County. 
17 Sharpless, 7.  
18 Pioneer Days, 1979, 11. 
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Ruth Swart remembers times when she would wipe the table down before dinner, turn to 

get the food, and turn back to see a thin layer of dust already making its home on her 

dinner table.19 Not all families had to work so hard to keep dust off their tables. Life 

experiences varied greatly depending on the economic status one’s family. The primary 

indicator of status within farming communities was ownership of land. Owning land did 

not make one family better than another, but it did play a role in determining how hard 

one had to work to make ends meet. The best example of this can be seen in the 

childhood stories of Wayne and Wanda Swart.  

Wanda lived on a farm that was owned by her father, Robert DeLoach. She 

emphasized the importance of land ownership by saying that her father “owned land and 

was a good provider.”20 Her feelings about her father and land ownership were not 

isolated. Neil Foley mentions that “ownership was a measure of a white man’s worthiness 

in the eyes of his wife and daughters.”21 This was not to say that owning land was the 

only way to be a good provider, just that when looking back on this time in her life, it 

seemed easier for her father to provide for them because he owned his own land. Most 

likely this was not something she realized as a child but rather a lesson learned from 

experience. Wanda never had to work too much on the farm as a child. She also observed 

that her mother hardly ever worked at anything other than household management and 

caring for the children. Wanda’s father often said that if his wife had to work in the fields 

then he would take another job so she would not have to.22  

 
19 Ruth Swart, interview by author, 30 September 2005. 
20 Wanda Swart, interview by author, 7 February 2007.  
21 Neil Foley, The White Scourge: Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor Whites in Texas Cotton Culture, (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1997), 157. 
22 Wanda Swart, interview. 
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Looking back on growing up in the 1930s and 40s, Wanda wondered why her 

mother and daddy never talked about the depression. She said, “I never knew we didn’t 

have anything. I always had everything I needed.”23 It is easy to see that the generation 

who lived through the depression changed rural culture and made families more thrifty 

and fearful of financial institutions. Wanda does not remember the hard times of the 

depression. This was most likely hidden from her by her parents. However, over the 

course of her life she has adopted many habits from living on the farm that are 

reminiscent of the depression years. During our interview we had a bowl of stew. She 

told me it was “gotta go” stew. This means that she used leftovers from the fridge to 

make the stew so as not to let anything go to waste. When I pointed out that I often had to 

throw leftovers away, my grandfather just stated, matter-of-factly, that I should eat it until 

it is gone and then make something else. 

Wayne Swart was also raised on the farm, but unlike the DeLoach family, his 

family rented land. When speaking of his father, Luke, Wayne said, “seemed like he 

always had to take what no one else wanted” and that he always worked hard, just to get 

by.24 Tenant farming as a system made it difficult for those involved to save any money 

or to make any extra. For this reason, Wayne’s family did not do many “extra” things like 

taking vacations. “First time we went anywhere was in 1945, we didn’t have a crop and 

we went to Colorado to work in the peach harvest. He (Luke) said it would make a little 

vacation and we’d pay our expenses working. So he worked in the peach shed, mother 

 
23 Wanda Swart, interview. 
24 Wayne Swart, interview by author, 7 February 2007.  
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worked there also, I worked making wooden boxes. I was 10 years old. They paid me a 

little bit, so I made a little money.”25

Working on the farm prevented Wayne from participating in many activities that 

other young people his age were doing. “We didn’t participate in football or band or 

anything like that…we lived out in the country and couldn’t stay for practice or 

anything.”26 Wayne and his mother, Ruth were expected to do all the hoeing and often 

spent entire summers removing weeds from the fields. Wayne drove the tractor 

throughout his high school years before an accident forced him to quit. He remembers 

hand pulling cotton until sometime around 1951 when they started using a mechanical 

puller. Even after this technological change, Wayne still rode in the back of the trailer 

stomping the cotton down.27 The amount of work young people had to do prevented the 

growth of a strong youth culture separate from family influence.  

 Neighborhoods are a very important aspect of farming life and often took the 

place of a more thriving youth culture. Most families in West Texas did not have 

telephones until sometime in the late 50s and 60s, so neighborhood connections ensured 

social ties that might not otherwise exist. Borrowing, lending, and helping out were all 

part of the so-called “country code.”28 If one family experienced hard times, another 

would step in to help. For example, Ida DeLoach remembers that as a small child only a 

few days after haying had been completed their family barn burned to the ground. She 

writes, “the neighbors came and shared their hay and loaned us a milk cow, even brought 

 
25 Wayne Swart, interview. 
26 Wayne Swart, interview. 
27 Wayne Swart, interview.  
28 Neth, 40.  
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some pigs. Most of our neighbors were Germans. They were very good neighbors.”29 

Farm people created informal neighborhoods in many ways. Visiting, exchanging work 

or products, sharing life events, and worshipping together all helped to create these 

communities.  

 One thing that seems to be of little importance to white girlhood in these 

neighborhoods is racial differences. Little was said in the interviews and documents, yet 

distinctions and differences were noted. As a child Ida DeLoach lived in central Texas 

and remembers a fondness she had for a neighbor. She writes, “We (Ida and her sisters) 

walked to and from school and passed by a little house where the black people lived. 

Every morning Alma and I would stop and Florence would fix us cookies or something 

else to eat. Best cookies I ever had. Ever thing in her house was so spotless, and I 

remember her sweeping the yard. I like Florence so well I never thought about her being 

black. No predacious in the mind of a child.”30 Neighbors were important to farming 

society and could be a valuable resource affording race distinctions that seem at least for 

white farm families less of a concern.  

 In general, a parent’s job is not something a child thinks about often. Farming, 

however, is not simply a job, but a way of life that affects the entire family. As a teenager 

Wanda would often mention the activities of the farm in her diary. Hoeing was 

sometimes a chore for the children until the farm hands arrived in the summer. She 

mentions hoeing only occasionally and it only lasted for brief periods of time. This is 

most likely because her assistance was rarely necessary. On May 12, 1950 Wanda writes 

 
29 Ida DeLoach, Things I Remember.  
30 Ida DeLoach, Things I Remember. 
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simply, “Dad got a new tractor.”31 Purchasing farm equipment was also an important 

activity. Not only did it mean that the family had some extra money they could spend on 

improvements, it also meant that her father did not have to work as hard.  

Early childhood experiences with farm labor and work varied from family to 

family. In the early twentieth century urban environment, children often had to pitch in to 

make up for families’ poor wages.32 The situation was not much different in rural areas. 

Children were born and immediately became part of the labor system. Women rarely 

spent more than a few days in bed after giving birth and almost immediately resumed the 

full duties of the household, which now included caring for a baby.33 Children grew up 

seeing hardworking mothers and fathers make sacrifices for them, so it is no surprise that 

they developed a strong work ethic themselves. A child’s labor provided a valuable 

addition to the household economy by removing the need for hired labor. Lack of reliable 

birth control as well as the need for more family members to help out on the farm led to 

large farm families. In West Texas, family size began to decrease after World War II. For 

example, Ida DeLoach, Wanda Swart’s mother, had two children while Ida’s mother had 

nine.  

Farm women remember very vividly tasks that they were given as children. As a 

small child, Ida DeLoach was always excited when she got to ride in the hay wagon and 

help to press the hay into bales.34 This task would later be accomplished by machinery 

and eliminated the need for children to help with it. Wanda Swart remembers trying to 

 
31 Wanda Swart, diary, 12 May 1950.  
32 McBee, 19.  
33 Pamela Riney-Kehrberg, Childhood on the Farm: Work, Play, and Coming of Age in the Midwest, 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2005), 37.  
34 Ida DeLoach, interview. 
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help out with the hoeing or other important farming tasks, but says she and her brother 

were most likely more trouble than they were worth.35 Changes in the way family farms 

were run can be seen even when looking at these two generations. Wanda and her brother 

Buster were “more trouble than they were worth” because their labor was not a necessity 

on the farm. Wanda does remember a few times when she was forced to hoe the cow 

pasture. Hoeing a cow pasture is not necessary because the weeds are eaten by the cows. 

This task was likely given as punishment for the children rather than as a job that needed 

to be completed. During our interview, Wanda told me a story about one time when she 

and her brother attempted to work for her uncle, Jack Crain. She said they hoed about 

half a mile down from Jack’s house and then picked up their hoes and went home 

because the work was just too hard.36  

Labor on the farm included many tasks that could be divided up within families 

along lines of age and gender. If there were no male children in the household, 

traditionally male tasks were then completed by female children. “Helping out” involved 

sometimes crossing gender boundaries. According to Mary Neth, “Children performed a 

variety of tasks that crossed gender lines, although their labor became more gender-

defined as they approached adulthood.”37 Older children were often tasked with caring 

for younger children. Ida remembers that one of her jobs helping her mother was to rock 

her baby brother, Jack.38 Ruth Swart had several younger siblings and remembers 

practically raising them. She said that when she married, it was her siblings who were the 

most upset that she was leaving and that her mother was sad and disappointed to be 

 
35 Wanda Swart, interview. 
36 Wanda Swart, interview. 
37 Neth, 19. 
38 Ida DeLoach, interview.   
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losing not only her daughter, but such a hard worker.39 Tasks such as caring for younger 

siblings disappeared sometime after World War II most likely because of technological 

innovations that reduced the need for labor, and therefore large families, on the farm.  

For many young women on the farm, work became part of their culture. If a 

young woman had no younger siblings to care for and not a lot of work to do on the farm 

she might seek work for wages outside the home. This could supplement the family’s 

income or simply provide some extra spending money for the woman. While she was on 

summer break after later years in high school, Wanda and her best friend, Laqueda 

Thompson worked at the hospital. This was less an after school job and more like a trip to 

summer camp. The girls lived in dormitories and stayed together all summer.40 For 

Wanda, this was pretty much the only time in her life that she worked for a wage. After 

graduation Wanda attended Draugh’s Business School in Lubbock to learn secretarial 

skills, but eventually quit because she disliked dictation.41 Laqueda went on to work as a 

waitress in Littlefield after she was married and later on in other parts of the country.42

 No amount of hard work could prevent nature from taking its toll on the farm 

family. One of the most frequently mentioned topics in Wanda Swart’s diary is the 

weather. Every time the sand blew, it was worth mentioning. Even if it simply looked like 

it might rain, she wrote about it.43 Rebecca Sharpless writes that, “the success of the 

cotton crop depended on numerous uncontrollable variables, including the weather and 

 
39 Ruth Swart, interview. 
40 Wanda Swart, interview.  
41 Wanda Swart, interview. 
42 Laqueda Thompson, letter.  
43 Wanda Swart, diary, 10 May 1950.  
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the world cotton market.”44 Nowhere is this more true than in West Texas where the 

weather is so unpredictable. Wayne Swart explains that the three biggest weather related 

problems involve hail, wind, and drought. Hail could beat the cotton right out of the 

stalks, and the dirt right off the top of the potatoes in the ground. Wind storms often blew 

the entire crop out of the bulbs. Wanda describes farming as, “waiting for rain in the 

spring and hoping it wouldn’t snow in the fall.”45 Perhaps this is why religion and 

farming go hand in hand in West Texas. When your family’s livelihood depends not just 

on your own hard work but on the will of the environment you can take comfort in 

knowing that someone more powerful is looking out for you.  

 The most frustrating “natural” disaster came from negligent neighbors. The Soil 

Bank was established by the Agricultural Act of 1956 and resembled the relief programs 

of the 1930s. It functioned by taking farmland out of production to reduce surpluses. 

Short range programs or Acreage Reserve Programs allowed farmers to take land out of 

production on a yearly basis. Long range programs or Conservation Reserve Programs 

allowed farmers to enter into contracts for up to ten years.46 Shortly after the Soil Bank 

was established, Wayne’s neighbor to the northeast took advantage of the program. But 

instead of planting grass, he simply let it grow up in weeds. Wayne prayed that the wind 

would not blow and all summer wondered if he should commit arson by burning off the 

weeds on property that did not belong to him. About the time Wayne was beginning to 

harvest, a strong wind came in from the northeast and blew all those tumbleweeds 

directly across his ready-to-harvest crop. He and Wanda left and went to town unable to 

 
44 Sharpless, 12.  
45 Wayne and Wanda Swart, interview. 
46 Janet Neugebauer, 310.  
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stand the wind and when they returned the entire crop had been stripped. There was 

absolutely nothing left. They had no crop and the landowner, Wanda’s grandfather, 

received no rent for that year.47

In the first half of the twentieth century farming began to change. Progressive 

farming meant that farmers were expected to adopt new techniques and to purchase new 

consumer goods that were recommended by the “experts” in agriculture. This conflicted 

greatly with the traditions of agricultural production. “Economic policy attempted to alter 

the production techniques and consumption patterns of farm people, and social policy 

attempted to change the parts of rural life that stood in the way of these changes.”48 

When farming became more of a business rather than a way of life it led inevitably to a 

change in the way neighborhoods and social ties are formed.  

In 1968 amateur historian Evalyn Parrot Scott wrote about farming in Sudan: “As 

tractors and modern equipment have replaced the horses and mules, this new phase of 

farming has called for a new look in business establishments. Chemical plants are among 

the modern business houses and furnish chemical fertilizer, weed killer, and insect 

spraying. Gas plants and electricity plants supply the power for the large irrigation 

motors. The tractor, with its equipment, calls for less labor and gone are the large farm 

families.”49 Mechanized farming led to a change in neighborhood organization, in labor, 

and in the household economy.  

 Another important aspect of farming in the Panhandle that changed with 

mechanized farming was migrant labor. As a child Wanda remembers that her father 

 
47 Wayne Swart, interview.  
48 Neth, 120.  
49 Evelyn Parrot Scott, A History of Lamb County, (1968), 79.  
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would “go down into east Texas and hire black people. They would come out and he 

would fix a place for them to live and then they would do the hoeing and picking.”50 By 

1955, all cotton began to be farmed mechanically. This decreased the need for labor but 

did not eliminate it entirely.51 The Bracero Program, was established to bring in Mexican 

farm workers. A farmer would contract them through an organization and then bring 

them back so they could be taken back to Mexico at the end of the job.52 Before the 

switch to mechanical farming, these workers would help with all the hoeing and all the 

cotton picking. After the mechanical cotton stripper was introduced, one or two workers 

would be hired to ride in the trailer behind the stripper and do what was called “throwing 

back” where the cotton would be thrown to the back of the trailer and then stomped down 

to make room for more.  

 It was within this system and way of life that West Texas farm women found 

themselves. Whether they grew up as farmer’s daughters or married into farm families, 

the situation was the same.  This unromantic, sometimes harsh environment called for 

determination and creativity on the part of women seeking romance and adventure. 

Rebecca Sharpless writes in her study of east Texas farm women, “In a world of poverty 

and limited choices, bound by movement of their husbands and the fortunes of the cotton 

crop, women worked to carve out their lives as best they could.”53 The things they did to 

make this uncertain lifestyle more bearable is the focus of the next chapter.  

 
50 Wanda Swart, interview.  
51 Neil Foley, 134. 
52 Wayne Swart.  Also Neil Foley, The White Scourge. 
53 Sharpless, 12. 
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CHAPTER III 

ADVENTURE, ESCAPE, AND GIRL CULTURE 

Thinking back to that day when my grandmother introduced me to the western 

genre, I remember first worrying that westerns were not at all what I was supposed to be 

reading at my age. I mean, I was starting junior high, did I really need to be caught 

reading anything, especially westerns that bordered on the infamous bodice-ripper 

paperbacks? I had always been interested in history so of course the first one she handed 

me was Stagecoach: Tombstone. I was immediately hooked and from then on every time 

I saw her she would bring me four or five new books to read. It was not long before I 

finished all fifty-two books in the series.  

What drew me into the Stagecoach books was likely the same thing that drew 

Wanda into Zane Grey’s books in the 1940s and 50s. They were exciting stories about 

places that I had heard of but never been to. They reminisced about a time when it was 

often dangerous to walk out your front door in the morning. The stories focused on a time 

when to be an independent woman like me was extraordinary if not completely unheard 

of. Reading the books made me feel like if I could go back to that time then I would be 

special too, I could be the heroine. Young women who read western romances and 

watched movies were looking for ways to create romance and fantasy within the 

sometimes harsh world they found themselves in. 

Gender roles had undergone an extreme transformation by the 1950s. During the 

1920s the emphasis was on a vibrant, adventuresome personality for women rather than 
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the modest and self-restrained personality of the nineteenth century.54 The best place to 

see this transformation is in urban areas, however, it can also be seen in popular culture. 

Nan Enstad discusses the importance of the dime-novel to working class women in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in her book Ladies of Labor, Girls of 

Adventure. The women Enstad is focusing on not only found entertainment and an escape 

from their own lives in the dime novels they read, they found a new identity that could be 

put on as easily as a new hat. She explains that women read these stories of adventure and 

identified with the female character. This identification helped to mold their identities as 

workers and as women.55

For many women, the realities of farm life led to an increased need for 

entertainment. In small towns such as Sudan, entertainment involved movies, a 

hamburger and a coke, visiting friends, dragging Main, listening to the radio, and reading 

books. On a weekend or sometimes even on the weeknight Wanda and her friends could 

be found at the Sudan theatre watching various movies. The most frequently viewed 

movies were those that focused on The West and tales of outlaws, cowboys, and their 

women. Much like their literary counterparts, western movies allowed for an escape into 

a world of adventure and danger not so easily experienced in the real world of farm life. 

The exciting world of The West could only be entered through popular culture.  

 Movies of the western genre are usually so similar that it is difficult to tell one 

from another. They all seem to be cut from the same mold. So to analyze each film that a 

young farmer’s daughter may have seen would be unnecessary and impossible since 

 
54 Pamela Grundy, Shattering the Glass: The Remarkable History of Women’s Basketball, (New York: The 
New Press, 2005), 39.  
55 Nan Enstad, Ladies of Labor, Girls of Adventure: Working Women, Popular Culture, and Labor politics 
at the Turn of the Twentieth-Century, (New York: Columbia, 1999).  
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many of the films that Wanda writes about in her diary are no longer available. Perhaps 

one of the most culturally significant and influential western films came to theatres in 

1939 and has been reissued several times since. Stagecoach set the standard for all the 

westerns that came after and as a side effect made the young John Wayne a star. Its plot 

is simple but set the pattern for other films. An unlikely group of travelers board a 

stagecoach in Arizona bound for Lordsburg, New Mexico during a tumultuous Apache 

uprising led by the feared Geronimo. The group includes a young woman with a shady 

past named Dallas and a drunken doctor, both of whom have been run out of town by the 

“morality league” of women. Other passengers include a gentlemanly southern gambler, 

the pregnant wife of a cavalryman, a whiskey salesman, and a corrupt banker. Along the 

way they pick up the recently escaped outlaw, The Ringo Kid. 

 The tagline for the movie read: Desperate Men, Frontier Women, Rising above 

their pasts in a west corrupted by violence and gunfire! Each of the travelers has some 

past that they are trying to outrun. For the purposes of this study it is important to look at 

the dichotomy between the married “lady,” Mrs. Mallory and the unmarried woman of ill 

repute, Dallas. From the beginning Mrs. Mallory is treated far better than Miss Dallas 

despite Dallas’ constant attempts to be pleasant and friendly. Even her attempts to be 

sisterly toward Mallory fail due to her reputation. In fact, the only person to accept Dallas 

for who she is now rather than who she was at the last stop is Ringo. After what seems to 

be a very short “courtship” Ringo proposes to Dallas despite the fact that he is essentially 

on his way back to prison: 

 Dallas: “You don’t know me, you don’t know who I am…” 
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 Ringo: “I know all I want to know.”56

 Young women have often at one point in their lives felt the sting of a bad 

reputation, rumors, or gossip. For those women, seeing someone with such an immoral 

lifestyle find someone who will love her no matter what her past was like must have been 

a breath of fresh air, a promise of hope for the future. While Dallas was running from her 

past, Mrs. Mallory was running back to hers. Despite the warnings of danger, Mallory got 

on the stage and stayed on it continually voting to go on to Lordsburg even when all the 

evidence told them they should turn back. Her bravery and independent spirit allowed her 

to find happiness with her husband at the end of the line.  

 Movies like this one, while perhaps unrealistic or idealistic, gave young women 

with adventurous hearts something to look up to. Most young people who saw a movie 

like Stagecoach could find a character in the film they could relate to. This is why they 

appealed to all audiences. Wanda mentions the titles of almost every movie she goes to 

see.57 And while she never mentions how the movie made her feel or why she enjoyed it 

so much, it is obvious that she came away from the theatre feeling like she had escaped, 

for a time, the realities of farm life. They were important to her and making mention of 

how good the movie was or who she saw it with was something she always did. Of 

course movies were not the only places one could find hope or escape.  

 Wanda’s favorite activity was borrowing and reading books. Her favorite author 

as a young woman was Zane Grey, one of the most influential writers of the western 

genre. Grey passed away in 1939, but his books were and still are widely available. Filled 

with stories of outlaws and the women who love them, Grey’s books seem almost 
 

56 Stagecoach, 1939, Walter Wanger Productions. 
57 Wanda Swart, diary. 
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childish or juvenile as Wanda now describes them. But these books filled their young 

readers’ minds with ideas about love, romance, and adventure. The books most often 

focus on men who, for one reason or another, get caught up in illegal activities, problems 

with outlaws or unjust government officials, or lose the ability to provide for themselves 

or their families. At some point in the story this handsome and rugged outlaw (or 

lawman) meets the lovely young daughter of a farmer or rancher and they fall madly in 

love with each other. These stories seem very juvenile and unrealistic as an adult, but as a 

love struck teenage girl who has known no other life that that of the farm they were a 

vision of hope that one day a handsome stranger would come and take them away from 

the monotony of farm life. 

According to Janice Radway, women romance readers enjoy the books because 

they contain an element of escapism. In other words, they enjoy the books because while 

reading them they are either transported to another time and place within the story or they 

somehow manage to identify with the heroine whose life is different from their own.58 

This method of coping with the hard realities of farm life was often utilized by women. 

Marriage was an expected tradition and was often the only means of surviving as a 

woman in a rural area. Western and romance novels not only provide a temporary escape, 

but also reinforce ideas about marriage. Radway writes, “This fiction encourages them to 

believe that marriage and motherhood do not necessarily lead to a loss of independence 

or identity”59 but rather that they can maintain their own identity even when legally 

bound to a man. 

 
58 Janice Radway, Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Literature, (Chapel Hill: UNC 
Press, 1984), 90.  
59 Radway, 102.  
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In addition to popular culture, women could find escape in other, more physical, 

activities. In the early twentieth century women began entering the previously masculine 

world of sports. As Pamela Grundy has shown us, rural and small town schools embraced 

basketball as a cheaper alternative to football, golf, and tennis and created both men’s and 

women’s teams.60 In high school Wanda was a part of the women’s basketball team. This 

activity was very important to her because she mentions it frequently throughout her 

diary. At one point she mentions that she wants to quit the team because she did not get 

her letter jacket. However, this is remedied the next day and she stays on the team. 

Eventually she quit the team because as she said, “I was too short and I don’t think I ever 

even made a basket.”61 Even after quitting the team, she still mentions the outcomes of 

the games and whether or not she was able to attend. It allowed her to be involved 

without actually participating. 

Wanda also frequently participated in activities with both her male and female 

friends including swimming, parties, dances, and, once she started dating Wayne Swart, 

skating. Wanda enjoyed reading magazines, occasionally referred to as “love 

magazines.”62 However, the form of entertainment that almost replaced movies in 

popularity was television. In 1952 Wanda’s grandfather bought a television set. She often 

went over to visit her grandfather to watch television before her parents got their own set 

in 1953. Wanda remembers seeing a television for the first time when she was a child on 

one of their vacations to California. It was in a store window when they passed by.63 The 

 
60 Grundy, 42.  
61 Wanda Swart, diary, 3 December 1951.  
62 Wanda Swart, diary, 24 July 1951. 
63 Wanda Swart, interview.   
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television brought into the home a visual version of the adventurous world previously 

only experienced through radio and books.  

Entertainment was not the only aspect of girl culture that changed in the 1950s. 

Women’s bodies and ideas about sexuality had undergone a vast transformation over the 

first half of the twentieth century and by the 1950s young girls regularly discussed their 

changing bodies and initial sexual adventures with both their peers and their diaries.64 

Ideas about their maturing bodies and menstruation turned to worry over hygiene rather 

than concern about the emotional state of adolescent women.65 Unlike many adolescent 

diaries, Wanda’s diary makes no mention of a maturing body or early sexual encounters. 

This can be explained in two different ways. In many families with Christian 

backgrounds sexuality is taught to be suppressed until after marriage. Now, much like 

their Victorian counterparts, many young women did not always follow the rules but they 

certainly would not have written about it where someone could have easily stumbled 

across their diaries and discovered all their deepest secrets. So either it was not an issue 

with Wanda or the topic was so taboo that she did not mention it. In this particular case 

silence can speak louder than words.  

Wanda’s new dresses and freshly curled hair were meant to help her more 

comfortably enter into the one place in Sudan that was centered on youth culture. To 

children in farming communities school was the most important part of life second only 

to helping on the farm. It is clear from reading diaries and memoirs and conducting oral 

interviews that school was not simply a place of learning academic lessons. As Pamela 

 
64 Joan Jacobs Brumberg, The Body Project: An Intimate History of American Girls, (Vintage: New York, 
1997), xxix.  
65 Brumberg, 31.  
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Riney-Kehrberg has suggested, “school provided a venue for boys and girls to begin 

exploring each other as potential sexual partners.”66 School was basically the only place 

besides church to meet boys. Wanda frequently mentions her early interactions with boys 

at school in her diary. Entries such as this are very common: “Mackie winked at me all 

day. I wrote Glenn a letter. I don’t know who I like Mackie or Glenn.”67 Teasing, 

winking, hand holding and rough-housing68 were all methods used by school children to 

attract or catch the attention of the opposite sex. To young women like Wanda, work and 

the hardships of farming were less important than finding a potential husband and 

preparing for marriage and dating was simply a means to an end…or beginning.  

 
66 Riney-Kehrberg, 83.  
67 Wanda Swart, diary, 3 January 1949.  
68 Rough-housing involved picking on or irritating a member of the opposite sex. Pulling hair is one of the 
best examples and was often done not to offend or hurt the girl, but rather to gain her attention. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE ART OF DATING 

Dating is one of the most exciting periods of your life. Suddenly, there are 
new horizons before you, friendships flower, your personality blooms, and 
your sense of being a desirable person worthy of affection becomes real.69

 

Before looking at the history of courtship, it is important to define just what 

courtship actually means. Karen Lystra defines courtship as “a time of intense physical 

and verbal expression as men and women crossed sex-role boundaries by the bridge of 

romantic love and came to understand each other’s perspectives on the world.”70 When 

one hears the word courtship, thoughts are automatically sent to the novel. A young man 

knows a young woman from school, church, or perhaps work. He wants to get to know 

her better so he goes and asks permission to call on her from either the woman herself or 

from her parents. If his request is granted he comes to her home where they sit in the 

common area under the watchful eye of her parents or a chaperone and discuss all the 

topics necessary for them to know enough about each other to consider marriage. 

Courtship takes place in what is traditionally referred to as the woman’s sphere.71

Dating carries a different connotation. It is a modern word and very difficult to 

define. Dating means that a couple goes out for dinner, a movie, or some other activity 

meant to be both entertaining and a way to find out more about the person you are dating. 

Courtship takes place in the private sphere and dating occurs both in the public sphere 

and oftentimes within commercial space. While you might find a mate simply by dating, 

 
69 Evelyn Millis Duvall, The Art of Dating, (New York: Association Press, 1958), 9.  
70 Karen Lystra, Searching the Heart, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 9.  
71 See: Beth Bailey, From Front Porch to Backseat.  
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the ultimate goal of dating is courtship. When you find someone you enjoy spending time 

with, you may start seeing them exclusively. The courtship aspect comes in when you 

start meeting the family and doing things that define you as a couple. In other words, it 

can be defined more broadly than the term dating. Dating gave young women in farming 

communities a chance to experience firsthand a bit of the romance that they had seen in 

books and movies. Dating itself was new and exciting, completely different from the 

courtship methods of previous generations. It was not as though dating in the more 

modern sense did not exist at all in earlier decades, but it really caught on and replaced 

more traditional forms of courtship by the 1950s, especially in rural areas like Sudan.  

 Perhaps the best way to understand traditional courtship and how it transitioned to 

dating is to read the stories of those who were involved. Ruth Condren Swart was a 

teenager in the late 1920s. Ruth traveled back and forth between Oklahoma and the 

panhandle of Texas with her family all throughout her childhood and as a young adult. 

Her story is special because it details the courtship of a man and woman who had no 

permanent home. They were both farm laborers and traveled from one farm to the next 

frequently, Ruth with her family and Luke on his own. Their first encounter was simple, 

he stopped to ask her for directions. It was not long before Luke began showing up in 

many of the places Ruth’s family traveled to. Their first date was the year after they met. 

They went to the circus. The next time they crossed each other’s path was a year after 

their first date. Ruth’s family began working with Luke’s and eventually he proposed. 

“One night we stopped for a hamburger and a coke. He said ‘Your folks are going back to 

Texas. Why don’t we just get married and go to Amarillo and look for work?’ And that’s 
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just what we did.”72 Stories like Ruth’s are not uncommon before the rise of “modern” 

dating in the 1950s. It was traditional courtship minus the family parlor atmosphere. 

Rural people modified courtship to fit their own lifestyle in the 1920s and 30s much as 

they would modify dating in the 1950s and 60s. Ruth’s story is important because it 

shows the transition that occurred between generations. Ruth’s son Wayne and his 

generation would face a completely different definition of courtship and would have to 

adjust to what society deemed as the new and proper way to find a partner.  

In the 1950s guidebooks for dating were very common among young women. 

Many women of this generation were very appreciative of any advice they could gather 

from books or “love magazines.”73 Dating itself was new and they could not always 

depend on the advice and experience of their mothers. Wanda mentions reading these 

love magazines in her diary, but does not mention which magazines or even if they were 

in fact magazines. Guidebooks such as The Art of Dating by Evelyn Millis Duvall were 

very popular in the 1950s and gave detailed instructions on things such as how to accept 

or decline a date, the proper age for dating, and how to avoid making bad decisions on 

dates.74 Most likely the magazines that Wanda read were something similar to the 

guidebooks. This is not to say that advice from family members was not taken to heart. 

The best piece of advice Wanda received from her mother was this, “don’t do anything 

that will embarrass your daddy or put shame on his name.”75 Wanda and Wayne both 

mentioned the importance they placed on their parents’ examples of a happy marriage 

 
72 Ruth Swart, Remembrances, 1992.  
73 Wanda Swart, diary.  
74 Evelyn Millis Duvall, The Art of Dating, (New York: Association Press, 1958). 
75 Wanda Swart, interview.  
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and said that, though movies and books gave them a taste of romance, they placed family 

concerns far above those of popular culture. 76   

One aspect of rural life that made dating different from urban areas was the 

weather. The importance of the weather in farming culture has already been discussed. 

However, its importance and the impact it had on dating is something that should not be 

overlooked. In many farming communities a little rain could mean impassable roads and 

isolation. This could be especially traumatic for sociable young women. Wanda Swart 

mentioned in our interview that although the weather was occasionally a problem, it 

usually did not affect her dates because she had always lived on paved roads. On the rare 

occasion when her date did not show up, she says that she knew it was most likely 

because he simply could not get there.77

 Difficulties in travel to and from dates were partially solved with the widespread 

use and availability of automobiles. In urban areas young people were often within 

walking distance of common dating locations. In farming communities travel over long 

distances was often necessary. Cars provided a way to travel the sometimes long 

distances between farm homes and also gave young people privacy and autonomy.78 

Wayne Swart mentions that “during my junior year, daddy got a car and I started having 

a little freedom to date more girls.”79 Guidebooks of the 1950s mention that owning his 

own car or even simply having access to the family car could give a young man a sense 

 
76 Wayne and Wanda Swart, interview.  
77 Wanda Swart, interview.  
78 Beth Bailey, From Front Porch to Back Seat: Courtship in Twentieth Century America, (Baltimore: 
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of power.80 He was no longer dependent on his parents to drive him on dates. It also 

provided him with a whole new group of potential dates that lived in surrounding areas or 

even in other towns.  

Automobiles and this new sense of privacy and autonomy in dating opened 

courtship up to an entirely new set of obstacles. Traditional courtship created an 

environment where petting was difficult if not altogether impossible. With the 

introduction of the automobile more private activities became easier to participate in and 

most often led to confusion for young people who had never dated in this manner before. 

For this reason guidebooks gave definitions for petting and parking as well as detailed 

instructions for how to broach the subject with parents, how to deal with an overly 

zealous partner, and how to get out of a situation you might feel uncomfortable being 

in.81 Most often in small towns the need to get out of a date was rare, and in my research 

I came across no stories of escape attempts. That is not to say well-made escape plans 

were not taken advantage of on a bad date, but because everyone knew everyone else 

young women were usually well prepared and knew a lot of background information on 

their date before they left the house. They most likely had known the person growing up 

and knew his or her family and friends.  

Privacy and special places were one way couples could create places of romance. 

There are many instances in Wanda’s diary where she mentions that she and Wayne went 

to their “secret place” while on dates. The definition of secret place is never given and no 

mention of what went on in that place is ever seen in the diary. However, this may be a 

case where silence speaks volumes more than words ever could. The atmosphere in both 
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Sudan and in Wanda’s family was not one where a young woman would openly discuss 

or write about her romantic exploits past a certain age. There is frequent mention of 

kissing boys at parties and other social gatherings but when she began to mature and 

started going steady with potential marriage partners all mention of anything that could 

be deemed sexual in nature disappears. It would be safe to assume that although there is 

no mention of these activities in the diary it does not mean that they did not take place, 

just that they were frowned upon by a Christian-minded group of people who believed 

that sex and all expressions of one’s sexuality should be saved for marriage.  

Parental interference, though still common, could easily be avoided in urban areas 

and on college campuses. In Sudan everyone knows everyone else’s business, so secrets 

were often not secret for very long. However, Wanda’s parents rarely interfered with her 

choices in dating. She mentioned that she dated just one boy her daddy did not approve 

of, but it was not the boy, it was his family. Mostly though, they went right along with 

her decisions and never said much.82 Guidebooks mention that parents “may be 

concerned about differences in religion, nationality, or social and economic 

background.”83 Despite their seeming disinterest or well-placed trust, Wanda saw her 

parents’ permission as being very important or at least she worried about the 

consequences. She writes, “I think I may get to start going with Glenn.”84 Just a few 

months later she writes this: “Mother found out I was with Glenn Saturday night.”85

In post-war America, parents were expected to push their children into dating 

situations at an early age in order to better prepare them for choosing a mate. Beth Bailey 
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mentions that experts suggested “each boy and girl should ideally know twenty-five to 

fifty eligible marriage partners before making a decision.”86 In a small town like Sudan, 

this means that a young woman would potentially need to date every boy in her school in 

order to make an informed decision. It has been suggested that this parental pushing was 

simply another form of control over the mate selection process. This most likely was not 

the case in the small town environment where parents almost always knew both the 

person their son or daughter was dating and that person’s family.  

It is important to understand how much importance was placed on dating and love 

by teenage girls and young women. Romance, love, and dating seem to have been a 

priority far above most other things. Beth Bailey has suggested that before WWII the 

emphasis was on gaining popularity through dating many different people while after 

WWII the focus was on “going steady” and other forms of commitment.87 When looking 

at rural women’s dating patterns this is not always the case. At the end of each year 

Wanda wrote a memo or summary of the year. In 1949 she writes only that it was the 

“year of my first date.” She sums up 1950 as a good year because she “had a lot of 

dates.” 1951 is almost identical to 1950 and in 1952 she writes, “I have finally found the 

one for me!”88 These memos completely ignore the fact that she was an almost perfect 

straight A student all through junior high and high school. They also fail to mention the 

fact that she graduated as salutatorian and was a part of the girl’s basketball team. These 

accomplishments were somehow overshadowed by the fact that she was popular with the 

boys.   
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With so much importance being placed on finding a suitable mate, looking good 

was something young women began to spend both time and their money on. Wanda spent 

a great deal of time worried about her personal appearance. Many entries in her diary 

give detail on how she rolled her hair, bought fabric for a new dress, or spent an evening 

sewing something new to wear the next day. Most often the act of beautification was 

combined with other forms of entertainment such as a slumber party with friends or a 

night spent making a new dress while listening to a favorite radio program.89

Despite traditionally held beliefs that women were subject to the will of men 

when dating, it is obvious that these young women were not just passively involved in the 

dating process. They actively sought out boys to date and were seldom thwarted in their 

efforts at attaining that special someone they had their eye on. Wanda writes at one point 

in her diary, “Tommy broke up with his girlfriend, I have a chance!”90 The boys held on 

to some power in the form of actually asking for a date. Shirley Fisher writes, “The guy 

paid for everything. He had the car and the money. He asked you out, not the other way 

around.91 Beth Bailey writes about the social unacceptability of a young woman asking a 

young man for a date: “Though barred from taking the initiative, nothing forbade women 

from using tricks and stratagems, from showing by a friendly manner that they would 

welcome an invitation for a date.”92 Guidebooks mention that girls do not have to wait 

for boys to talk to them, they can initiate conversation and thereby express their interest 

in a date.93 Tricks involved casual flirtations on the part of the girls, but boys often 
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showed their interest by picking on the girl of their choice. In her diary Wanda frequently 

mentions being tormented by various boys whom she later dated.94 The girls who had the 

most dates were the ones who made themselves available to be asked out by the chosen 

boy.  

But what could a young woman expect when she said yes to a date? Dates were 

not exciting trips to dances or social clubs. Most often dating in a small town like Sudan 

involved simply going to a movie. Peggy Ray, one of Wanda’s lifelong friends and 

current resident of Sudan, mentions that her first dates involved meeting her boyfriend at 

the movie theatre and holding hands in the balcony.95 Movies were so important to dating 

in the 1950s that guidebooks give detailed instruction on the proper movie theatre 

etiquette. Most importantly they admonish young people to not “express more familiarity 

than is suitable for a public place.”96 Though it is perfectly acceptable for the young man 

to hold the woman’s hand or place his arm on the back of her seat, provided she has no 

objections.97 Theatres not only provided one of the only forms of public entertainment in 

Sudan, they also offered a place where a couple could enjoy the illusion of privacy in a 

relatively public place.  

One of the most interesting forms of entertainment in a small town, at least to a 

city girl like me, was dragging Main. While this certainly was not exciting, it provided a 

way to have privacy in a very public area, the street. Shirley Fisher mentions that aside 

from movies and sporting events, dragging Main was one of the primary forms of 
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entertainment.98 Main Street in Sudan begins at Highway 84 and curls its way through 

Sudan past all the churches, the previous location of the theatre, and the school. A 

popular form of entertainment in the 1950s and even today, at least among those who 

have a car, is to drive back and forth up and down Main Street. Kathy Humphreys 

remembers driving down the street with the window open talking with her friends and 

other young people in the passing cars.99 Mayble Haragan told the story of how her older 

sister would beg her to ask for the car on Friday night and once their father gave them 

permission they would drive to town. Once they got there however, Mayble was asked to 

get out and wait until her sister was done driving around with the boys, then they would 

go home.100 On a Friday night in the 1950s it would not be uncommon to see several cars 

“dragging Main.” You could perhaps pick up a new friend, or a new date, as you drove 

along the street. For this reason, a young man who had his own car was a hot commodity. 

Of course, not all dating involved actively seeking romance. Sometimes young 

people just wanted to have fun together. Wayne Swart describes dating from a male 

perspective. He worked during high school at a roller rink in Littlefield putting skates on 

people’s shoes. He got to skate for free and as a bonus got to meet a lot of girls.101 Before 

he had access to a car of his own, his girlfriend’s parents would often pick him up, drop 

the couple off at the skating rink, and then bring him home on their way back home. 

Double dating was also a way to enjoy the company of the opposite sex without 

the pressure of having too much privacy. Peggy Ray always double dated and never went 

steady with anyone until she started dating her future husband, Jerry, in her junior 
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year.102 Laqueda Franks was Wanda’s best friend growing up. They were so close 

sometimes people mistook one for the other. Laqueda mentions that she and Wanda 

Swart double dated frequently, sometimes even trading boyfriends or perhaps simply 

leaving with a different boy than they arrived with.103 Dating manuals warn against going 

out with another couple who may be more physically intimate. The books inform young 

people that this can become a very awkward situation and caution against going to 

movies at “passion pit” drive-ins alone or with another couple you may not know very 

well.104

Social programs at schools and churches also provided the perfect place for dating 

to occur.105 In fact, all of the people I interviewed mentioned that some of their first dates 

involved going to church or participating in youth activities organized by the church. 

Wayne Swart started dating between the ages of 14 and 15 and dates usually involved 

going to church with a girl friend. The church provided a very public atmosphere where a 

young person could comfortably get to know someone without the pressure that privacy 

sometimes causes. Also, church offered a chance to see someone on their best behavior or 

in the presence of their family and close friends. The church was not the only public 

place where couples could go together. Basketball and football games have always been a 

huge focus of social activity in Sudan. Wanda frequently mentions attending basketball 

games even after she quit the team herself and was often in the company of her friends or 

boyfriends.106
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Once you found someone who offered that perfect balance between romance and 

fun, exclusivity was the next step. In the 1950s when you dated someone exclusively you 

were “going steady”. At one point after waiting to date a boy named Eddie, Wanda writes 

that she broke up with him because she “didn’t want to go steady.”107 The reasons for this 

sudden change of heart are unknown, but she was dating someone different later that 

same week. Wanda’s relationship with a boy named Bob Shaw was different from those 

that came before because Wanda mentions wearing Bob’s ring. This traditional symbol of 

“going steady” has disappeared almost entirely, but was a very important sign of 

commitment in 1950s dating. Going steady was a serious commitment, especially if the 

distance separating the couple geographically was large. Peggy Ray mentions the 

convenience of dating her future husband. She writes that she dated Jerry for 10 months 

and only missed spending one night together. They lived only 2.5 miles from each other 

so it was easy to be together.108

Another declaration of commitment that popped up during the high school years 

was the marriage talk. This did not necessarily involve a formal proposal. Most often it 

was simply a way to bring up the idea of marriage and test the waters without making any 

definite commitment until later. This comes about very early in some cases. At one point 

while going steady with a boy named Dorman, Wanda writes, “he wants to get married, 

but I don’t like him that much.”109  In the 1950s girls were getting married at younger 
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ages than ever before, most before the age of 20 and to men who were usually only a few 

years older.110 In fact, most of Wanda’s friends were married by the age of eighteen.  

Dating and going steady could be complicated in the years directly after high 

school. While the separation of a couple is highly romanticized in literature, it is not 

always a situation where absence makes the heart grow fonder. A couple may have been 

dating throughout the last few years of school and then find themselves in a situation 

where they must spend some time apart. The first boy that Wanda dated seriously was a 

young man named Bob Shaw. Bob planned to go into the military and asked Wanda to 

wait for him when he left.111 Before leaving Bob would frequently come over for dates 

and discuss their future together. According to her diary, Wanda felt pressured by Bob 

when he mentioned giving her an engagement ring. This is most likely because she was 

still in school and had the desire to finish. Despite the fact that Bob had left for the army 

the young couple continued to “go steady”.  

It was not uncommon to meet a potential date through another friend or even 

through another date. Wanda met her future husband Wayne through her roommate, 

Jackie. The first date they went on was a double date and all she had to say about it was a 

brief mention at the bottom of her diary entry for that day: “I went riding with Wayne 

Swart.”112 At the time she was technically going steady with Bob Shaw, but had been on 

many dates with other boys since he had gone away. She mentions the importance of 

telling Wayne the truth about her situation on more than one occasion: “I’ve got to get 
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things straight tomorrow night.”113 Despite her best intentions the relationship with 

Wayne developed quickly into something serious and at that point she was compelled to 

write what is known as a “Dear John” letter to Bob Shaw.114 After the letter was sent, 

Wanda was free to date Wayne Swart. This relationship quickly developed into 

something serious and the young couple took the next step: deciding when to get married. 
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CHAPTER V 

LIFE AFTER DATING 

For rural young women, the decision to get married was often simply the next 

step in the courtship process. Throughout the years of dating a young woman was 

expected to be constantly on the lookout for the traits that would make a suitable 

marriage partner. Suitability and social acceptance took much of the fun out of finding 

love. Guidebooks stress the importance of finding an appropriate mate based on family 

background. They warn against marrying down the social ladder rather than up. Duvall 

writes, “There is some feeling among farm people that a farm boy should go out only 

with girls who have been brought up on a farm. The chief reason seems to be the fear that 

a city girl won’t know how to perform all the jobs a farm woman is called on to do, and 

therefore would be unsuitable as a marriage partner.”115 While this advice seems a bit 

prejudiced, it was actually very relevant in farming communities. It was important for a 

young woman to know how the farming system works so that she could best fit into that 

system and be helpful and productive. In this way, the farming lifestyle put boundaries on 

how far one could go to find love, but young couples were able to find love and create 

romance against all the odds. 

Romance often gets overshadowed by finding an appropriate mate. Some traits 

such as religious beliefs varied from family to family, but many were as simple as the 

expectation of common courtesy. Shirley Fisher mentions that her future husband was 

“the kindest and nicest guy I had ever been around. He was also a fine Christian.”116 As 
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Shirley Fisher indicated religious beliefs were often an important factor in the decision 

making process. Wanda does not remember her parents having a particular opinion on the 

faith of who ever she chose to date. She was raised in a Baptist church but attended the 

Church of Christ with Wayne when they were dating and eventually became a member 

herself. Wayne mentioned that they had some talks about denominational differences 

before they got married but nothing too serious. Those superficial differences did not 

matter so much as long as they had basically the same beliefs.117

Early marriage was also very common in farming communities. Throughout the 

1950s the national average age at marriage remained somewhere around twenty years of 

age.118 In the state of Texas, only four percent of males were married between the ages of 

fifteen and nineteen while twenty-five percent of females were married by the same age. 

These numbers jump dramatically between the ages of twenty and twenty-four to almost 

forty-eight percent for males and seventy-five percent for females.119 The statistics in 

Sudan follow this general pattern. Part of the decision to get married at an early age came 

from the fact that friends and neighbors were getting married. Wanda’s best friend 

Laqueda was married at the age of seventeen while other young women her age were 

married between the age of 16 and 17. Shirley Fisher writes that, “At that time lots of our 

friends were marrying” indicating that keeping up with everyone else was also 

important.120  
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Adding a bit of romance back into the process, according to Wayne Swart the one 

thing that he did not consider before marrying was financial stability. He mentioned that 

when he married Wanda they made “just enough to get by” and that they acquired the 

necessary household items secondhand or as hand-me-down gifts from family and 

friends. Wanda also was not at all concerned about their financial situation. She only 

worked for a short time after their marriage and trusted that her husband would provide 

for her.121 This stands in contrast to what she had written in her diary about getting 

married if it rains.122 Originally Wayne and Wanda had planned to get married in the fall 

after it had rained, however, they continued to make the date earlier and earlier until they 

finally settled on tying the knot in July. So it was for this reason that neither the weather 

nor financial stability mattered. They just wanted to be married. It is interesting to note 

that in her diary Wanda mentions buying her cookware and then writes that she is ready 

to be married. This makes it seem as though readiness for marriage was based solely on 

homemaking skills rather than on financial stability or emotional readiness. For women, 

learning to be good housewives and being prepared to care for a family were the most 

important things they could do before marriage. 

 Lack of financial stability left many young people struggling. As Randy McBee 

has argued, “daughters tried to avoid confronting their parents about dating and courtship 

because they remained dependent upon them to reproduce the homes from which they 

came.”123 Family assistance was very helpful to couples just starting out, but was not 

always available. Wanda mentions that her father paid for their first bill of groceries, but 
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that was basically the only financial help they received.124 Parental involvement 

decreased with a greater age of marriage. Younger couples could expect a lot of family 

support, sometimes even living with their parents for a time. In Sudan in 1950 more than 

half of the young men who were married between the ages of fifteen and seventeen were 

not considered to be the head of the household.125 While very young couples may live 

with parents for a time, couples who are older at the time of marriage often move away 

from their parents and must establish a completely separate household. Physical distance 

also separates a couple from a lot of family involvement, however, in small towns like 

Sudan that family involvement never goes away entirely. Families often got together for 

celebrations, church services, or Sunday dinner. Wayne and Wanda first lived in a home 

on land that Wayne’s father worked so they did not have to pay rent. Later, when they 

were more financially stable, they moved into a house on land that Wanda’s grandfather 

owned. Wanda’s best friend experienced a similar situation. Laqueda lived on a dairy 

farm that her in-laws owned. Laqueda’s situation was made worse by the fact that she had 

had to quit high school to get married and then had to work as a waitress to help her small 

family financially.126 The uneasy monetary situation of young marriages is highlighted 

when Wanda expresses her happiness that they paid off their first car almost six months 

after their marriage.127

 After marriage, diaries seem devoid of romance and can be pretty uneventful. 

Each week it seems that the same activities are mentioned over and over again: buying 

groceries, cleaning the house, cooking dinner, sewing, going to church, and doing 
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laundry. Activities such as watching TV or going to a movie that we take for granted 

today were worthy enough in the 1950s to merit a diary entry about them.128 After 

marriage Wanda’s diary becomes almost repetitive but the things such as religion and 

family that were most important to her feature prominently. It is difficult to find romance 

in these repeated activities, but it is possible.  

 This is not to say that all forms of entertainment ceased with marriage. Leisure 

became something that was integrated into a couple’s daily life and therefore was so 

common that it did not call for a diary entry. As Kathy Peiss has noted about working-

class wives, “periods of sociability and amusement were often snatched within the 

rhythms of work.”129 While Peiss is writing about women who are working for wages, 

the same can be said of women who work in the home. Wanda completed the household 

tasks alone or sometimes with the help of her husband. She would also frequently go and 

get either her mother or her mother-in-law and take them with her to buy groceries or do 

laundry at the Helpy-Selfy Laundromat in town.130 These trips together to do household 

tasks provided an opportunity for visiting that the women might not have otherwise. Both 

men and women could find leisure in prayer groups at church. Church activities were 

sometimes gender segregated and other times open to both men and women. In addition 

to these faith based groups, married couples still went to movies and enjoyed time with 

friends. This often included getting together to play card games or going on vacation 

together.131
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Other simpler forms of leisure involved making clothes or saving money in order 

to afford something new and store-bought. Wanda also raised chickens and sold their 

eggs for a small profit like many other farm women of her generation. At one point in her 

diary she mentions that she used her egg money to buy a new dress. After she married, 

she often used her egg money to buy things for herself and to help out with the household 

expenses.132 Women often sold and exchanged their surplus products for extra cash 

income. Women’s income usually paid for household necessities, like food and clothing 

but sometimes paid for extras, like a new dress or shoes. Having some sort of income of 

their own gave women a sense of independence in an economic system in which they had 

little. 

Sharing work and participating in tasks together may not seem romantic, but 

when work is such an important part of life, it is nice to have someone to share it with. 

Early in their marriage Wayne and Wanda Swart often shared the household tasks. Her 

diary makes many mentions of days when they would both clean the house or buy 

groceries or run errands in town.133 These trips to town or even just the time spent 

together at home took the place of formal dates. On the days when they did work 

separately, Wanda simply mentions that her husband worked “outside.”134 Gender 

boundaries are some of the most important aspects of farm life. As children, these lines 

are frequently crossed because of the need for labor on the farm. As children get closer to 

adulthood, the boundaries become less fluid. The model of separate spheres does not 

work for farm labor systems, however. Farm labor includes not only the labor done for 
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monetary gain, but also the labor involved in domestic work and the home. This means 

that despite the perceived boundaries between men’s and women’s labor, the farm 

superceded all the rules. If a man became ill or injured, his wife or children would take 

up his workload. Often wives would become ill or perhaps too pregnant to accomplish 

some household tasks. In this case, provided that there were no children old enough to 

take on the responsibilities of the mother, the husband would take up the cooking, 

cleaning, and various other household tasks.  

When looking at farming communities from the outside, it appears that men and 

women do not have equal status. Even the term farmer refers solely to the man of the 

house and excludes the women. In her diary Wanda writes, “We can get money for the 

farm. Guess we are now farmers.”135 She makes no distinctions between farmers and 

farmer’s wives because to her there was no distinction. However, in census reports from 

the early twentieth century men are often listed as farmer, under occupation, while their 

wives are listed as homemakers. According to Rebecca Sharpless, women led contingent 

lives based on three factors: legal limitations that made them inferior citizens, societal 

expectations that dictated they marry at an early age, and by lack of birth control.136 Even 

if women worked just as hard on the land as men, they were still not given the title of 

farmer. It is for this reason that women defined themselves in relation to others. As 

wives, mothers, daughters and sisters they operated in overlapping circles rather than in 

separate spheres.137 Even if they did not work the land of the farm, women like Wanda 

still considered themselves to be farmers. This is because in most cases they did 
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frequently help out with the “outside” work in addition to their own inside work. What 

went on in the house was as important as what went on outside it because the farming 

man was ever dependent on his wife to take care of him, his children, and their home.  

 As Mary Neth has argued after World War II it became increasingly difficult to 

keep young people on the farm.138 The generation that came of age in the 1970s faced 

economic downturn in Sudan and many were forced to either give up their farms 

altogether or to take jobs in addition to their farming duties. In some cases the allure of 

commercialized cities like Lubbock overshadowed the simpler forms of leisure that could 

be found in Sudan.  

Perhaps it can be blamed on early marriage or the difficulties of rural life, but 

despite the best of intentions some young marriages did not work out. Wanda’s friend 

Laqueda had a very trying first marriage only to find happiness a bit later in life. She 

writes: “I separated two or three times but I always went back because my dad and mom 

didn’t believe in divorce, but I just couldn’t take it anymore.”139 After moving to Arizona 

and finding that she and her husband had not escaped their problems, she ran away from 

him. Eventually she moved to Oregon, found a waitressing job there, and got an 

apartment. It was here that she met her current husband. “One day a good looking guy 

came in and I waited on him. He said he was going to marry me and I said it was news to 

me. Three months later him and I went to Reno, Nevada and got married. We’ve been 

married 44 years and it’s been the most wonderful years of my life.”140 The hardships 
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and tough times faced by these women better prepared them for giving advice to and 

guiding their own daughters through the process of courtship and marriage. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

 In 1998 a man named Ed Ainsworth came to speak at my junior high. We had to 

get a permission slip to be able to attend the assembly. He spoke about sex, but it was not 

at all what I was used to hearing. In church we were always taught that pre-marital sex 

was a sin and that sex should be saved for marriage. Mr. Ainsworth took a different 

approach: the scare tactic. He told us all about how sex was wrong and that by engaging 

in it we were essentially gambling our own health and well-being. The sad fact is that I 

did not realize until much later the larger ramifications of public speakers like Ed 

Ainsworth. It never occurred to me that all throughout school I had never been through 

any sexual education course. 

 In 2004 a young woman named Shelby Knox allowed camera crews into her life 

as a high school student in Lubbock, TX in order to show the nation what abstinence-only 

sex education is lacking. She points out that Lubbock has one of the highest rates of both 

teen pregnancy and STDs in the United States.141 Yes, by some standards Lubbock is a 

boring place to live. Yes, teens often complain that they have nothing to do other than 

have sex. Is this a good enough explanation for the statistics? When I saw the video I was 

not surprised at what it portrayed. My sister often spent time hanging out in the Drug 

Emporium parking lot with other teenagers as is shown in the film. What I did not know 

was that the man who a few years before had come to my school and compared pre-

marital sex to dog copulation was also hanging out amongst the teens.  

 
141 The Education of Shelby Knox, 2004.  
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Young people in West Texas today are more open about their sexuality, they live 

together without being married, and they do not face as many social restrictions as they 

did in the 1950s. Young women are frequently the ones who initiate “dates”, college 

freshmen disagree on who should pay for a date, and the lines between friendship and 

romantic relationship are more blurry than ever before. Even terminology is different 

today. “Going steady” went out of fashion long ago. Now couples are “exclusive” or 

“going out.” Joan Jacobs Brumberg addresses one generational difference in her book, 

The Body Project: “Rather than wear a boyfriend’s school ring, the way earlier 

generations did, these young women tingled at the idea that they had a piece of love 

jewelry in or on the most intimate parts of their body. This was not a token that could be 

displayed publicly in school hallways, the way you flashed the ring worn on a chain 

around your neck when you were “going steady” in the 1950s.”142

But with all this change a new attitude toward sex has emerged. Communities like 

Lubbock are polarized between those who raise their children in a Christian environment 

and those who do not. Some teenagers are taught to fear and hate the idea of sex, while 

some are taught nothing about it at all. This focus on sex and the education of teenagers 

takes away from what previous generations did to prepare their young people. Instead of 

telling a young woman how to find love and how to appreciate romance, today’s adults 

focus on who to avoid and what situations are inappropriate or sinful. Love and sex have 

become so horribly confused that most young people do not even know the difference.  

As time passes the image of romance fades. To me who was born in Sudan and 

moved away to the big city of Lubbock, the farming lifestyle can seem romantic. Visions 

 
142 Brumberg, 135.  
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of what life was like in the small town during the booming years of the 50s and 60s, real 

dates, walking down Main Street, all seem more romantic than my reality. The reality is 

that that particular romantic image is gone. Perhaps each generation looks to an earlier 

one for the definition of romance. Wanda looked to the untamed West, and I look to the 

1950s. 

Wayne and Wanda have been married for over fifty years and I like to think that it 

is their simple lifestyle, their faith in God, and their determination in the face of disaster 

and financial insecurity that have made all the difference. The way of life in a small town 

like Sudan and the traditions that come with living where generations of your family have 

lived before you give a very solid foundation on which to build a life. Small family farms 

have almost completely disappeared and with them so has this way of life.  

This project is very important to me because the story I want to tell is the story of 

my own heritage. Who I came from has always been important to me and is the reason I 

became interested in history in the first place. The decision to use my grandmother’s 

diary opened up a wealth of information for me. I wanted to look at courtship 

specifically, but the diary hints at so many other topics that could be studied. I did not 

know how important that little book was when I picked it up more than a decade ago. I 

did not realize how valuable all those stories my great-grandmothers told me would be in 

the future. I never knew there were so many factors that influenced dating in my 

grandparents’ generation. 
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