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Westering
As early as 1763, England tried to prevent its American colonists from moving west over the Appalachian Mountains.  The English proclamation – issued too late and largely ignored by the colonists – marks the beginning of 125 years of westward expansion in our country.  Successive waves of settlers filled the interior of the United States and pushed to the Pacific coast, with the idea of Manifest Destiny firmly in their minds and in their hearts the dreams of land, adventure, wealth, freedom, and a new life.  Each settler’s individual story forms a chapter of our national epic:  the creation of the West.

The creation of the West, both in myth and reality, was a vast undertaking.  The settlers had to make a new life in an unfamiliar environment that sometimes enhanced but just as often constrained their efforts.  Each of the frontiers – the ranching frontier, the farming frontier, the mining frontier, the urban frontier – contributes to the current mystique of the West, whether historical or contemporary.  The myths abound and have become part of our nation’s personality:  the lonesome cowboy, the Indian raids, the plow that broke the sod, the covered wagon, the rough-and-tumble mining town, the saloons, the strong woman and the silent man, the Great American Desert becoming the bread basket of the world, the progressive and independent individual.

Just as the settlers had to reconcile their expectations with the reality and to temper their dreams with practicality, we must separate the mythic West from the real West.  Five accounts of “westering,” from colonial America to contemporary Kansas, give us the opportunity to examine such diverse themes as individualism, the reasons for moving west, expectations vs. reality, the coming of technology, the roles of men and women, and the effect of the landscape.

The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck (1902-1968)
During the 1930s, as the nation suffered through the Great Depression, the Great Plains suffered through the Dust Bowl.  Drought, extreme heat, and dust storms created a desolate land.  The Joads, Steinbeck’s unforgettable family, leave Oklahoma and head west for California, America’s dream land.  The desperation and despair of the “Okies,” as they are literally pushed out of their homes onto Route 66 (“the bitter road”) and moved slowly and sadly to California, are described with unrelenting detail.  A novel for a particular time, it has become a novel for all time, addressing the use of technology, big business, the strength of the human spirit, the social costs of capitalism, and ultimately, human dignity.  In Grapes of Wrath, Steinbeck created one of the most powerful novels of American literature.  581 pp.

A Lady’s Life in the Rocky Mountains by Isabella L. Bird (1831-1904)  

In 1873, a Victorian woman with a decidedly un-Victorian approach to life plunged “boldly into Colorado” on a horseback journey through the Rocky Mountains.  Her letters to her sister during that journey were published first in 1879 and, like Stewart’s Letters, have become a classic.  A free spirit, propelled by passion and curiosity, Bird has a good eye for the landscape and the human personality.  She worked, slept, and ate with a variety of people:  the European eking out a life in the mines, the asthmatic seeking the “cure,” the fascinating Mountain Jim.  She invites the reader to ascend “into the purple gloom of great pine forests” as she climbs Longs Peak; to headquarter for the winter in Estes Park; to read Thomas a Kempis in the sunlight; to breakfast on beef, potatoes, tea, coffee, and new bread; to sleep under six blankets; and to ponder the mysteries of Mountain Jim.  249 pp.

The Last Cattle Drive by Robert Day (1941- )
Take one opinionated, quarrelsome Western Kansas rancher; his feisty, no-nonsense wife; a lean, taciturn, seasoned cowhand; and a greenhorn schoolteacher who is also a wanna-be cowboy.  Mix these   ingredients with pickup trucks, a bingy heifer, a cat named Rabies, a Kansas tornado, and a Kansas City girl named Heather.  Sprinkle lightly with some Green Gables scotch and some Coors beer from the Palomino Bar.  Bake in the hot Kansas sun and enjoy a raunchy, hilarious tale of a cattle drive from Hays to Kansas City, with plenty of adventure along the way.  Robert Day burns his characters into your mind like a cattle brand.  The cadence of their speech, the quirks of their personality, and their         homespun philosophy all blend with the panorama of the endless Kansas horizon and its sights, smells, and sounds.  222 pp.

Letters of a Woman Homesteader by Elinore Pruitt Stewart (1878-1935)

Set on the ranching frontier in Wyoming in the early 1900s, this delightful account of an educated, adventuresome, determined woman with a sense of humor is a classic of the American West.  Believing that “any woman who can stand her own company, can see the beauty of the sunset . . . and is willing to put in as much time at careful labor as she does over the washtub, will certainly succeed,” Stewart journeys to Burnt Fork, Wyoming, in 1909 to be housekeeper and hired hand for a Scottish bachelor.  During a four-year period, she wrote letters to her former employer in Denver.  These letters, published in 1914, are a celebration of a marriage (“an inconsistent thing to do”); of a landscape (“everything, even the barrenness, was beautiful”); of friends; and a life (“I wonder how I can crowd all my joy into one short life?”).  With an ear for dialect, an eye for the colors, and a nose for the fragrances, Stewart captures the senses and captivates her readers.  282 pp.
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