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Document 2 

Letters from a Marriage 

 

Between 1905 and 1909, Belle La Follette experienced a dramatic change in how she viewed her 

role as a woman and as a wife.  In 1905, she professed to have no ambition other than to 

contribute to the success of her husband and children, and she blamed herself for the sorry state 

of the family’s finances.  Four years later she was at her wit’s end over her husband’s insistence 

that he start a weekly magazine.  She wrote to him of the responses to the early issues of the 

magazine by its managing editor Alfred (Alf) MacKenzie, as well the reactions of family and 

friends in her hometown of Baraboo.  Gone was the willingness to blame herself for any 

shortcomings. In its place, in a letter she found difficult to write, was a rare display of anger at 

her husband, and an insistence that he act more responsibly in view of his many self-imposed 

obligations and quit placing unrealistic expectations upon others, including herself.  The second 

letter, with its diagnosis of the magazine’s failings, also reveals some of Belle La Follette’s 

acumen as a journalist and editor. 

 

Letter 1 

 

My Dearest One, 

I just read your letter and it is sweet to have you say you love me. Whenever I get discouraged I 

always think that there is nothing I would rather be than your wife and the mother of your 

children and I have no ambition except to contribute to your happiness and theirs and to your 

success and theirs. But sometimes I feel that I am not well adapted to home making and the 
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constant effort to hold myself and keep my balance in the midst of so many distractions wears 

me out. I have always felt that I could live within our means by adopting a simpler style of living 

but I cannot watch details and make a good showing on the money expended. A sense of 

helplessness always haunts me in regard to our finances. The large expenditure without any idea 

of how it all goes makes us seem wasteful and extravagant and there is a painful sense of 

responsibility that I cannot reason myself out of or away from. Your generosity makes me all the 

more sensitive to my obligation that I do not feel equal to meet. So the spot is very sore. Thank 

you dear for all your loving words. They comfort me and make me glad and I shall try never to 

worry about anything again so long as we are all blessed as now with each other in health and 

love… 

 

Source 

Belle Case La Follette to Robert M. La Follette, August 16, 1905, La Follette Family Collection, 

B-3. 

 

Letter 2 

 

Alf is tremendously interested the paper. He is giving lots of his time to it. I don’t see how he 

manages to give so much. But he is just sick because you do not write something for it every 

week. He thinks it a crime that you should leave to Drew or anyone the writing of editorials that 

should and are taken all over the country to be yours. He thinks you cannot realize how 

important it is that the paper started by you for the express purpose of expressing your policies 
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should have some of your own work in it. The name is not enough. He says it is awfully 

disheartening to him…and everyone to have the paper go on this way. 

 

His conclusions were so exactly along the line of those I had reached when I was at Baraboo that 

I cannot but feel that they are vital and that I ought to tell you how I feel about it even though it 

is hard to do so and though I fear you may misunderstand me. I know how hard it is to feel that 

when you are working hard and furnishing the money to back up the proposition, you are doing 

all you can. I can see too how impossible it is for you to realize the necessity the absolute 

necessity that the paper should have something from you. You read it yourself and are fairly well 

pleased with it. The people you meet praise it and that satisfies you. But I know the paper lacks 

something. It lacks your personality. I know you think you cannot find the time. But dear, you do 

not know how much it costs me to say it—but I have thought it all over and some way I feel 

bound to. We have lived together almost thirty years. You do not know how deeply I love you, 

how precious your personality, your charm, your wonderful versatility, your strength and 

boldness and persistence. Others may love and admire you but I question if any one appreciates 

you as I do, and I doubt if anyone realizes your achievement better than I but it has always 

seemed to me that all the work which had to be planned for—that which was not an immediate 

call to action—cost twice the effort it should because of a dread to get at [it], a desire to put it 

off. I have often tried to analyze what it was that kept the preparation of a speech—that did not 

have to be made—hanging over the household life as a nightmare for months—seeming to wear 

out your nervous vitality with dread and anxiety and yet when you really were forced to get into 

the arena and do the thing, it comes easy and you are ready and happy and all the long siege of 

strain and waiting seem so unnecessary and foolish. 
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When you started the paper I tried to be glad. I know I am foolishly apprehensive but I tried to be 

passively courageous about it. It cost me more than you can think. The peace of mind that had 

come to me when the farm was paid for—it was all the riches I had ever hoped or cared for—

slipped away. Bu that was nothing compared with my dread of the extra burden it put upon you 

and the awful bigness of the responsibility and greatness of the undertaking last winter when you 

let week after week go by without ever writing for the paper, sometimes hardly reading it—

Putting aside all the opportunity and obligation that went with [it] other than to meet the 

expenses, putting all your time on preparation of a speech that you did not deliver until months 

after.  It seemed to me I should go frantic and it seems to me I cannot live through another such 

winter. I know you can write a page for that paper every week easier than I can. Not only 

because you can write easier but because you have as much time as I have. My time is not as 

valuable. It is not taken up with as important matters but it is as surely and inevitably occupied 

and demanded. What I do is not worth mentioning and I do not trouble everyone with it, but the 

little leisure is as needful and precious for all that. I feel that if you felt as I do that you must 

write your page each week you could do it and accomplish just as much in other ways, perhaps 

more, and it seems to me that unless you can do that much the paper is not fulfilling its promises, 

is not accomplishing its purpose, and is not going to satisfy you or the public. 

 

What impressed me at Baraboo was that no one spoke about the paper. I saw and visited with 

many of the neighbors who I knew took it. Their silence whenever I mentioned [it] incidentally 

was significant. I did not think so much about finding several numbers at home unopened. Roy 

[Belle’s brother] did not pretend to be interested or understand. His type is not a good test 
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although I observed that he did read his daily paper and the Wisconsin Farmer quite carefully 

and was fairly well acquainted with the current news. Belle [Belle La Follette’s aunt] professed 

to read it but I observed that she had not, and Leonard and Altovie, fairly intelligent young 

people, evidently had not been interested to any extent. Aunt Lucy, Uncle Theron Newell, John 

Martiny, Mr. Toole—who I went to see about a piece of road to write it up for the paper—none 

of them said anything about it. Belle said the principal of the Lyons school had spoken in praise 

of it at one of their farmers club meetings. I feel we are not making a paper that gets into the 

household affection so that when it comes they want to read it. Probably they think they ought. 

But we must give it warmth, heart to heart interest. 

 

Especially in the state, if it is to do its work, people must like it for its own sake otherwise it will 

repel them—make you seem far away instead of near to them. If you had a signed article or letter 

or something that spoke of you that would surely be one feature to warm them even if the subject 

matter was like what now appears, it would read differently to them and take hold of them. 

Then I think we must plan for other editorials than politics, something no less important but of 

stronger appeal to all classes of people. It seems to me altogether wrong to expend so lavishly of 

money and energy in extending the circulation and not to be putting an equal amount of effort at 

least in making certain the paper will have an appeal to the reader when they get it. 

With love everlasting, 

Belle 

 

Source 

Belle Case La Follette to Robert La Follette, September 27, 1909, La Follette Family Collection, 
A-7. 


