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Grasshoppers in My Bed

New RCHS Children’s Book Coming 
in May—Kicko$ Event at Gibbs Farm

May 1877
Minnesota farm girl Lillie Belle Gibbs completed 
her fi!h-grade term at the one-room school-
house near her home north of the burgeoning 
town of St. Paul. But there was li"le time for a 
“break,” as Lillie still had to keep up with her 
daily farm chores—ironing, tending to cham-
ber pots, and feeding and cleaning up a!er the 
chickens. And soon, she would begin helping 
her mother and sister plant rows of potatoes, 
tomatoes, summer squash, beans, and pump-
kins in preparation for the busy market season.

May 2022
Fast-forward 145 years, and that same 
 farmstead—located off today’s Larpenteur 
 Avenue—where Lillie once lived, worked, 
played, and dreamed of adventure, is a beehive 
of activity as Gibbs Farm staff members com-
plete their chores, readying the site for their 
2022 opening-day kickoff. 

One headliner event featured is the much-an-
ticipated launch of a new children’s historical 
fiction book published by Ramsey County His-
torical Society (RCHS): Grasshoppers in My Bed: 
Lillie Belle Gibbs—Minnesota Farm Girl—1877 
by author Terry Swanson and illustrator Peggy 
Stern.

It Started with a Simple Question
The seed of an idea for the book was planted 
during the first Gibbs Girl Day Camp years ago 
when a curious participant wondered aloud: 

What was it really like to live on this farm 
back then?

In 1949, a century a!er the farm’s founding 
and thanks to the early efforts of local citizens 
and Lillie’s son, Lester LeVesconte, the then 
one-hundred-year-old property was saved from 
impending demolition. Soon a!er, staff with 
the newly created Ramsey County Historical 

Society set to work to preserve, study, and doc-
ument the Jane and Heman Gibbs family history 
so future questions like the one posed by the 
young camper could be answered—in detail.

Beginning in 2007, Swanson worked as Gibbs 
Farm program and site manager for ten seasons 
and o!en answered similar questions. “We’ve 
been sharing the story of the Gibbs family for 
decades now, focusing primarily on the life of 
Jane DeBow Gibbs, the matriarch of the family,” 
Swanson says. As a child, Jane spent time living 
near Ȟeyáta Othúŋwe (Cloud Man’s Village), 
which was situated between Lake Harriet and 
the lake today called Bde Maka Ska in Minneapo-
lis. Interestingly, it was Jane’s youngest daughter 
Lillie, who, as an adult, documented many of 



28 • RAMSEY COUNTY HISTORY  Volume 57 • Number 1 • Spring 2022

her mother’s childhood memories playing with 
Dakota children, learning the language, then 
later, as a grownup, reuniting with her Dakota 
friends.

Artifacts, Documents, and Maps
A!er her retirement, Swanson wondered if 
there was enough primary source material to 
tell Lillie’s story. “The RCHS archives contain 
photographs, maps, programs, a personal Bible, 
Lillie’s dictionary, and a few of her school note-
books full of essays, spelling words, and pen-
manship assignments,” Swanson says. It was 
discovered that Lillie even signed off on much 
of her work as “Lillie,” “Lillie Belle,” or “Lillie 
Bella.” Of course, Swanson worked those signa-
tures into the book. Other helpful items include 
wri"en historical accounts from Lillie’s brother 
Frank and her father’s accounting books.

“As far as we know, Lillie didn’t leave a diary, 
per se,” says Swanson. “Yet, there was enough 
historical evidence to establish an accurate 
imagining of the daily happenings at the farm 
when Lillie was eleven. A diary genre seemed 
the best way to answer the questions about day-
to-day living at the site.”

Because Lillie loved to sketch, Swanson felt 
it important to incorporate illustrations into 
the book. She enlisted her friend and colleague 
Peggy Stern, a local artist who has painted 
signage and murals at Gibbs Farm, to be the 
illustrator. Not only did Stern sketch and paint 
over 200 individual images for the project, she 
patiently and carefully hand-le"ered title and 

chapter pages and designed the colorful, cre-
ative crazy quilt-themed cover. “A friend once 
suggested I illustrate a book,” Stern says. “When 
Terry asked me to partner on the Lillie project, 
I said ‘of course!’ The vivid detail in Terry’s en-
tries helped me imagine Lillie in action. With 
Lillie’s love of drawing in mind, I took pen to 
paper, and the illustrations were born.”

What’s Next?
Following the launch of Grasshoppers in My Bed 
over Memorial Day weekend, Gibbs Farm is of-
fering three now sold-out “Kids on the Farm—
Grasshoppers in My Bed Edition” summer 
camps. Campers will go to class in a one-room 
schoolhouse on the property, tour the house 

Ramsey County Historical Society’s Gibbs Farm Opening Day 2022
Saturday, May 28; 10 am to 4 pm
Admission: $8 adults, $7 seniors, $5 children over four. 
RCHS members are free. 
Preregistration opens on Monday, May 2.  
Go to www.rchs.com to register.

Activities Include:
• Farmhouse and Dakota Lifeways tours
•  Three scheduled Grasshoppers in My Bed author/ 

illustrator talks, with book signings in the Red Barn (10:30, 
12:30, & 2:30)

• Chore obstacle course in the farmyard
• Farm demonstrations

Seasonal Hours at Gibbs Farm:
• Saturdays 10 am to 4 pm from May 28 to October 29
• Fridays noon to 3 pm from June 17 to August 26 

For information on spring and fall -eld trips, as well as 
a variety of summer camps, email gibbs@rchs.com or 
call 651-646-8629.

For a complete schedule of Grasshoppers in My Bed author/
illustrator events: events@rchs.com; (651) 222,-0701,ext. 226; 
or www.grasshoppersinmybed.com. 
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where Lillie grew up, help with the weekly wash, 
feed the farm animals, make bu"er, and more.   

At the same time, Swanson and Stern will 
promote the book and meet and greet young 
readers at venues throughout the Twin Cities 
and across Minnesota and Wisconsin, including 
at schools, bookstores, libraries, farmers’ mar-
kets, county fairs, and other locations.

Of course, the creative duo knows they’ll 
need to be ready for even more questions, in-
cluding, “Why is the book title Grasshoppers in 
My Bed?” 

Swanson’s response to that question is 
grounded in her history background, as well as 
her time at Gibbs Farm. “For historical fiction 
to be believable, it is important to demonstrate 
how the times affected individual lives.” By 1877, 
much of Minnesota had suffered years of ruined 
crops, thanks to hundreds of thousands of hun-
gry grasshoppers that descended upon the state 
(grasshopper plague of 1873-1877). The trouble-
some pests not only blanketed the ground, 
the crops, the animals, and the windows, they 
likely were found all over the inside of the farm-
house—including in the beds.

Everyone Has a Story to Tell
The 176-page book with a map and 138 diary 
entries from December 1876 through Decem-
ber 1877 is wri"en for nine- to ten-year-olds in 
fourth to fi!h grade. It also may be enjoyed by 
older readers, as well as younger children who 
may learn about Lillie while si"ing on grown-
ups’ laps and listening to them read. 

The book encourages young people to ask 
questions about their own families, providing 
opportunities to be"er understand their heri-
tage by searching through ancestral documents 
stored under beds or in dusty a"ics. In addition, 
it’s hoped the diary will encourage children to 
record their experiences in the here and now 
by writing accounts of daily life in 2022. We 
all live adventures in one form or another. Like 
Lillie, it’s common for children (and adults, too) 
to believe their lives are mundane, but when 
they begin journaling about their days at home, 
school, in their community—and, now, having 
lived through two years of a pandemic—they 
likely have much to share. And if those writings, 
photographs, and other artifacts are preserved, 
ten decades from now, children of the future 

could be discovering what life was like in the 
early years of the twenty-first century. 

“And that’s really the whole point of the 
book,” says RCHS President Chad Roberts. “In-
spiring the next generation to preserve their 
heritage while learning about their ancestors is 
a win-win for our community.

“Authors like Terry are doing incredible work 
researching and writing about history right here 
in our own backyard,” Roberts says. “In this case, 
Lillie’s story is one we know so intimately that 
we feel comfortable using the historical fiction 
format to help bring the story to life for readers 
of all ages. Several years ago, we published Jane 
Gibbs: “Li!le Bird That Was Caught” by Anne 
Neuberger. That work was about the early years 
of Lillie’s mother. With Grasshoppers in My Bed, 
we have come full circle.”

This new “diary” of a real-life Minnesota farm 
girl provides another way for RCHS to share the 
Gibbs story. Of course, there would be no book 
without the forethought of Gibbs family mem-
bers to document memories and save and hand 
down family heirlooms that were then lovingly 
shared and preserved by the historical society 
and others. This book also would not have hap-
pened without the generous financial support of 
the Harlan Boss Foundation for the Arts and Lau-
rie M. Murphy, a longtime member of the RCHS 
board of directors and editorial board.

Grasshoppers in My Bed: Lillie Belle Gibbs—
Minnesota Farm Girl—1877 is a so!cover book 
that includes additional historical materials and 
suggested reading lists at the back. Cost is $20; 
$18 for RCHS members. It is available for dis-
counted preorder beginning May 2 at www.rchs 
.com. It can be purchased from RCHS and other 
area vendors a!er the May 28 book launch. 

FOR INFORMATION, contact Ramsey County 
Historical Society, 323 Landmark Center, 
75 West Fi!h Street, Saint Paul, MN 55102; 
events@rchs.com; (651) 222,-0701,ext. 226; or 
www.grasshoppersinmybed.com. 



The Ramsey County Historical Society (RCHS) strives to innovate, lead, and partner in pre-
serving the knowledge of our community, deliver inspiring history programming, and incor-
porate local history in education. 

The Society was established in 1949 to preserve the Jane and Heman Gibbs Farm in Falcon 
Heights, which the family acquired in 1849. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places 
in 1974, the original programs told the story of the Gibbs family. In 2000, with the assistance 
of a Dakota Advisory Council, RCHS also began interpreting Dakota culture and lifeways, now 
telling the stories of the remarkable relationship between Jane Gibbs and the Dakota people 
of Ȟeyáta Othúŋwe (Cloud Man’s Village).

In 1964, the Society began publishing its award-winning magazine Ramsey County History. In 
1978, the organization moved to St. Paul’s Landmark Center, a restored Federal Courts build-
ing on the National Register of Historic Places. An expansion of the Research Center was 
completed in 2010 and rededicated in 2016 as the Mary Livingston Griggs & Mary Griggs 
Burke Research Center.

RCHS offers public programming for youth and adults. Visit www.rchs.com for details of up-
coming History Revealed programs, summer camps, courthouse and depot tours, and more. 
The Society serves more than 15,000 students annually on field trips or through school out-
reach. Programs are made possible by donors, members, corporations, and foundations, all 
of whom we appreciate deeply. If you are not a member of RCHS, please join today and help 
bring history to life for more than 50,000 people every year.

Diversity, Equity, Accessibility, & Inclusion 
RCHS is commi"ed to ensuring it preserves and presents our county’s history. As we continue 
our work to incorporate more culturally diverse histories, we have made a commitment to 
diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion that is based on this core idea: RCHS exists to 
serve ALL who call Ramsey County home. To learn more, please see www.rchs.com/about. 

Acknowledging This Sacred Dakota Land
Mnisóta Makhóčhe, the land where the waters are so clear they reflect the clouds, extends 
beyond the modern borders of Minnesota and is the ancestral and contemporary homeland 
of the Dakhóta (Dakota) people. It is also home to the Anishinaabe and other Indigenous 
peoples, all who make up a vibrant community in Mnisóta Makhóčhe. RCHS acknowledges 
that its sites are located on and benefit from these sacred Dakota lands. 

RCHS is commi"ed to preserving our past, informing our present, and inspiring our future. 
Part of doing so is acknowledging the painful history and current challenges facing the Dakota 
people just as we celebrate the contributions of Dakota and other Indigenous peoples.

Find our full Land Acknowledgment Statement on our website, www.rchs.com. This includes 
actionable ways in which RCHS pledges to honor the Dakota and other Indigenous peoples 
of Mnisóta Makhóčhe.

Preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future.
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