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The Great Plains Spirit

Stretching from southern Canada to northern Texas and from the Rocky Mountains to the eastern borders of Kansas, Nebraska, and the Dakotas, the Great Plains is often a stark and unbroken landscape with high winds, hail, blowing dirt, tornadoes,  searing heat, and bitter cold.  Even trees are in short supply in most of the region.  Early Anglo explorers dubbed the Plains “The Great American Desert.”  While much about this label is misguided, it is the climate and landscape extremes that distinguish this region from the rest of the U.S.  These factors lie at the heart of misperceptions that contributed to the Plains being the last part of the United States to be settled by Euro-Americans.

Today, the Great Plains remains a region dotted with small towns.  Wichita and Amarillo are its biggest cities, yet neither is considered a major urban center.  Patterns of life that have vanished from other parts of the country live on here.  People know their neighbors, children walk or bike to school, and the biggest event in the community is likely the high school ball game on Friday night.  Sparse population density, slow growth, and the continued importance of agriculture all contribute to perceptions that this region is slightly “behind the times.”

While some residents may chafe at this notion, many who live outside the plains consider them to be “fly over country” – best experienced from several thousand feet above the ground in a commercial aircraft, or at seventy miles an hour along an interstate highway.  Indeed, gaining an appreciation for and a deeper understanding of life on the Great Plains lies at the center of this series.  

The common thread among the books in this series is that of the challenges of life on the Plains.  Three of the novels, Little House on the Prairie, O Pioneers!, and The Bones of Plenty, cover the period from settlement in the late 19th century through the depression of the 1930s.  Juxtaposed against these historical works is Great Plains, a non-fiction, contemporary work which gives first-hand accounts of the many unassuming places on the Plains.  In the final book of the series, Touching the Fire, author Roger Welsch brings to light a completely different kind of challenge, namely that faced by Native Americans struggling to maintain their traditions and cultural identity.

The Bones of Plenty by Lois Phillips Hudson (1927-  )

North Dakota native Lois Hudson’s own childhood provides the basis for her unsentimental novel set during two of the most harrowing years in recent Great Plains history, 1933-34.  George Armstrong Custer, the farmer at the   center of the story, is ferociously independent and continually puts his family at risk by taking enormous gambles in his farming operations, scoffing at the numerous federal actions of the day aimed at aiding agriculture.  Hudson frequently alludes to the catastrophic economic circumstances engulfing the entire nation at the time.  The hard work, hope, and disappointment of farm life are described in striking detail.  Never implying that Custer will succeed in spite of himself, Hudson instead suggests that this family’s future is uncertain at best.  It is a powerful account of American agriculture that does not seem far removed from contemporary farm life.  435 pp.  (1962)

Great Plains by Ian Frazier (1951-  )

A noted humorist and New York City native, Ian Frazier writes of his first-hand encounters during the 1980s with ordinary folk living in small towns throughout the Great Plains.  Nearly all of his accounts of contemporary life refer to some aspect of the region’s history.  Emphasizing the variety of people and places he found in this overlooked part of the country, Frazier’s tone is surprisingly empathetic and rarely condescending.  During his forays into Kansas, he visits well-known Dodge City, lesser-known Nicodemus, and a museum in Oberlin.  No matter where he journeys, Frazier is pleased with what he uncovers and shares his enthusiasm in the retelling.  214 pp.  (1992)

Little House on the Prairie by Laura Ingalls Wilder (1867-1957)

Perhaps the best loved of Laura Ingalls Wilder’s seven novels about her family’s life as pioneers, Little House on the Prairie details how Charles Ingalls takes his family from the woods of Wisconsin to an entirely different landscape in Kansas in hopes of homesteading land.  The book recounts how the family adjusts to a new and strange place where fresh water was not easy to find, food was at times a rare commodity, and a prairie fire could appear from nowhere to destroy the farm that all had worked so hard to build.  We read of how religious faith, self-reliance, and trust in one’s neighbors played critical roles in pioneer life.  The book’s lasting charm stems in part from Wilder’s ability to deal even-handedly with events and characters, although much of the text is autobiographical.  No one, not even Charles Ingalls (Pa), looms larger than life.  For decades this book has opened eyes to life on the Great Plains during the pioneer era.  Wilder’s forthright account of the frontier period continues to enchant readers, both young and old.  335 pp. large print.  (1935)

O Pioneers! by Willa Cather (1873-1947)

This novel conveys both the grandeur and the harsh realities of life on the plains of Nebraska.  The book’s protagonist, Alexandra Bergson, is given charge of a fledgling farm by her ailing father.  Alexandra’s devotion to the land is at the heart of this tale.  She transforms this nondescript piece of land into a rambling and profitable rural estate as she exhibits a deep connection with the prairie that is not evident in the other characters.  However, her single-mindedness regarding her farm eventually brings enormous personal loss.  In spite of its tragedies, O Pioneers! illuminates the great potential of the Nebraska frontier.  173 pp.  (1913)

Touching the Fire:  Buffalo Dancers, the Sky Bundle, and Other Tales by Roger Welsch (1936-  )

Centuries before the arrival of Anglo settlers, approximately two dozen Native American tribes lived in the Great Plains.  These peoples suffered enormously when white settlers pushed into the region.  Virtually all Indians were displaced from traditional territory.  Roger Welsch’s Touching the Fire creates an engaging narrative using seven separate, yet intertwined, stories detailing the significance of the “sacred bundle” to the fictional Nehawka tribe.  Readers are transported from a legal battle set in the 21st century back through generations of tribal life to the earliest days of the Nehawka.  All the stories use the same sacred artifact as an element of the narrative, but Welsch focuses his attention on the life of this band at various points in history.  In addition to struggles with legal and political institutions, Welsch shows the tension that can exist among native peoples.  The sanctity of the bundle and the ways in which the Nehawka articulate spirituality are central to the book, but neither obscures the poignancy of Welsch’s description of native peoples and the region.  270 pp.  (1997)
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