Dakotans Offer Gracious Hospitality and Interesting Programming

From George McGovern to Calamity Jane, German from Russian Kuchen to Buffalo Burgers, and the Hansen Wagon and Wheel Shop to the Corn Palace, the Dakotans provided gracious hospitality and interesting programming for the annual meetings of the Historical Society of the United Methodist Church and the North Central Jurisdiction Commission on Archives and History.  

The program began on Monday evening with worship in the Wesleyan style, led by Boyd Blumer and Bishop Deborah Lieder Kiersey with a Service of Holy Communion from the 1888 Discipline.  Following worship former Senator George S. McGovern, shared with the group the influence the Methodists had had on his life and the lives of Dakotans over the years.  McGovern’s father was a Wesleyan Methodist minister and he received part of his education at Dakota Wesleyan University (DWU), still supported by the Dakotas Annual Conference.  In 2006 Dakota Wesleyan built a new library and archives center dedicated to George and Eleanor McGovern named the McGovern Library.  The library not only houses the archives for the Dakota Conference in a spacious new center for both work and storage, it also includes the McGovern Legacy Museum, highlighting the lives and service of the McGoverns.  The Senator concluded his remarks with acknowledgement that he wasn’t sure that his conservative parents would ever have voted for him.  “They might have,” he said, “but it would have been a stretch.”  Following Senator McGovern’s presentation, those gathered were introduced to a German from Russian dessert called “kuchen,” enjoyed by all present.
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      Meeting Space at Dakota Wesleyan University                                 Senator George McGovern


On Tuesday morning participants were given an overview of the three “tour options” that were being offered throughout the conference:  The McGovern Library including the conference archives and the McGovern Legacy Museum and the Dakota Discovery Museum, all on the DWU Campus.  Some folks also chose to visit the unique Corn Palace in downtown Mitchell during free time.  Workshops for archivists were also offered by Dale Patterson during the week.

                                                                               
      

                                  


          Senator and Mrs. McGovern                                 Corn Palace – Mitchell, SD

      Outside of the McGovern Library         

      Later in the morning the Historical Society presented its annual awards.  The 2008  Ministry of Memory Award recipient was Richard Seiber from the Pacific Northwest Annual Conference.  Jim Walker, Chair of the Pacific Northwest CAH presented Dick’s involvement in both the Conference Commission on Archives and History and the Western Jurisdictional CAH over many, many years.  Dr. Rob Sledge then presented the 2008 Saddlebag Selection Award to Dr. Rex Matthews and Abingdon Press for his book, Timetables of History for Students of Methodism.

              

                        


                      Pres. Pat Thompson and                           Dr. Rob Sledge and Dr. Rex Matthews
                             Richard Seiber


Later that afternoon presentation was made by Dr. Stephen Perry, who has been working on a history of the Dakotas Annual Conference for a number of years.  He presented demographic information on the Dakotan Methodism from a number of different perspectives.  One interesting observation that he made was the relationship between the decline in the birth rate in America and the decline in church membership.  Early families had a much higher birth rate and most or all of the children would have become members of their local church.  
On a completely different note on Tuesday evening, Dr. Bruce Forbes led us through the history of what we today describe as our “traditional Christmas celebration.” He pointed out that before Christmas as we know it today was ever celebrated, there were mid-winter festivals held in early and medieval times to help folks in the Northern Hemisphere to get through the long, dark days of winter.  The early Christians did not celebrate Christmas until around the fourth century and thus, our “traditional Christmas”  came right in the middle of these mid-winter festivals and has been influenced by them ever since.  Forbes has written a book entitled, Christmas:  A Candid History, published in 2007 by the University of California Press.


The HSUMC Annual Meeting was held on Wednesday morning.  During the meeting the recipients for the Ministry of Memory Award in the next two years were announced:  Lois Olsen from Wisconsin will receive the award in 2009 and Milton Loyer from Pennsylvania will receive the 2010 Award.  Vice-President, Jim Morris, invited folks to Lake Junaluska from June 29 – July 2, 2009 to celebrate the 20th anniversary of the Society which was organized at the Lake in 1989.  He then introduced Jim Walker from the Pacific Northwest Annual Conference who invited folks to come to the Seattle/Puget Sound area for the 2010 annual meeting which will be held during the week of July 18 – 24, 2010.  The 2011 annual meeting will be held in Oklahoma City in conjunction with the quadrennial Historical Convocation sponsored by GCAH and will focus on Methodism on the frontier, including the history of Native Americans and Latinos.  No dates have been set for this meeting.

Secretary Mary Bakeman reported on the work of the Board, noting that we had re-affirmed Jane Donovan for another year as the editor of Historian’s Digest and Dan Smith as our web master.  She also reported on the results of the questionnaires which were mailed to members in early June, noting that we had had an 18% return which is fairly high for such questionnaires.  The Board reviewed the results and discussed ways in which to improve our annual meeting programs to include at least one major academic paper at each annual meeting.  In addition, there were many suggestions of ways to improve Historian’s Digest and plans are underway to expand the offerings in the digest.


President Thompson reported on her efforts to contact the presidents of the various historical societies of the UMC, urging them to consider offering joint memberships with the HSUMC, thus taking advantage of a 10% reduction in dues for the HSUMC.  When HSUMC was organized in 1989 there were over 1,000 charter members.  Today our membership is at 246.  Our goal is to increase our membership to at least 500 by our twentieth anniversary in 2010.


Following lunch participants were treated to a presentation by Dr. James McLaird on Calamity Jane, a well-known character in the Dakotas and across the country.  Dr. McLaird reviewed his efforts  to determine the true story of Calamity Jane, whose real name was Martha Canary.  Separating fact from fiction was not an easy job but McLaird has managed to do just that in his recent book, Calamity Jane: The Woman And The Legend, published in 2005 by the University of Oklahoma Press.   Her relationship with the Methodists was minimal but at the time of her death, Dr. Charles B. Clark, the Methodist Episcopal minister in Deadwood, where she died and is buried, agreed to do her funeral despite her somewhat dubious reputation, perhaps living out the Methodist belief that grace really is available for everyone.

The afternoon ended with a field trip to Hansen’s Wagon and Wheel shop where we were able to see a family owned business that repairs, refurbishes and builds wagons and stagecoaches of all kinds from the nineteenth century.  The tour was an enjoyable one as we were able to see a piece of the authentic ‘ole West in 2008.  The tour was followed by a dinner of Buffalo Burgers and Buffalo bratwurst tastily prepared by the DWU dining room staff.  In fact, our food during the week was outstanding for a college cafeteria.  The evening ended with music by “East of Westreville,”  singing some of their own music and accompanying the group in an old fashioned hymn sing.





 

        

     
  Restored Wagon at Hansen Wheel and Wagon            Music by “East of Wrestreville”

      After a presentation on Thursday morning by the Rev. Scott McKirdy on the Rev. A. B. Smart, an early Methodist pastor who had a great influence on the area around Mitchell, we were sent on our various ways having been graciously hosted by our friends in the Dakotas.   
