"HISTORY WITH A HEART"--2 FRONTIER HISTORIAN LOOKS
AT THE "LITTLE HOUSE" BOOKS OF LAURA INGALLS WILDER

by

Hanald Hidgley

Danald Zochert in the preface to Laura, his biography of
Laura Ingalla Wilder, remarks that "If historians had heart,
they too could study her with profit, and somebime they will,
for her  stories touch so genuinely upon the picneering
spirik." This ia a harsh indictment of wy profession, and
one that has caused me Lo begin thia paper to examine Che
historical nature of the "Little House" books of Mrs. Wilder.,
particularly the four that deal with her life in eastern South
Dakota, & patt of the Great Plains environment of the United
Scateas. Theae four booka treat the years 1B75-18B5 in and
near DeSmet, Scuth Jakota. In chroncological order they are:
By the Shores of Silver Lake, The Long Winter. Little Tawn on
the Prairie. and Those Happy Golden Yeara. The First Four
Years, the next bpok in order of time, deals with a grown-up
and married Laura to about 1889 and is not considered eone of
the "Little House series." It is upon these books that T will
ma.nly concantrate.

My experience with the Wilder books may possibly be
typical of cther Crontlier historians: 1 simply 4did not either
know or appreciate them. Not wunktil [ had €finished s
disgsertaticn on railroad and pioneer life in Dakota and had
lived in South Pakota for several years did 1 make their
acquaintance.

While nibliegraphies of the western experience are filled
with similar chronicles, no biblicgraphy to my knowledge
includes Mrs., Wilder'a booka. As I read these on frigid
Dakota winter nighta to my then five-year old dauvaghter, 1
became corvinced that hevre lay 2 treasure ignored by
histovrians. A treasure neob alone for its dekail! of artifacts
(Professor Bernice Cooper has dealt with this aspect) %ut for
what it tells of the broad American pioneer experience,

It i= this theme that I wish to pursue. I am to loock at
the Wilder booka as a frontiec historian and whar they reveal
of the great jigsaw 5f American experience.

Cne of the most significant commentaries on American life
was made by the historian, Frederick Jackson Turner. In his
thesis he postulated that the uniqueness of the American
character was shaped by tLhe american irontier experience
repeated over and over from 1607 o 1B9C {the anrounced
clcaing of the frontier by the Census Bureau). Particularly
he enumerated individvalism, nationalism, democrac;, and
cooperatipn. Overlaying all this was supreme opbtimism.

Needless Lo say, given the nature of historians and
history, this has been debated and modified. Professcr Earl
Pomeroy has atressed that the successive frontiers did not
create new situations and a new America on each frontier, a
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view that Turner implied. Pomereoy and Robert Berkhofer at
Michigan have shown that the pioneers had as their goal the
reestablishment as scon as possible of the society from which
they had come "back East.” In all respects, the frontier was
not innovative but emulated the established ideals Sf an older
society. Continuity mattered more than innovation,

Cnly on the Plainsa did the railrocad exist
simultanecusly--actually at times ahead of white settlements.
This means an unrivalled opportunity is presented ko examine
the retention ofF culture by a frontier society even when
challenged by a nearly overwhelming physical environment,

Frontiersmen were noted as belng nervous and restless.
Mobility, a trait commen yet Lo Americans, is considered_a
result of the frontier experience of nearly three centuries.

Linked to the mobilltys, and often the motivation for it,
was the optimism of the ploneers., The frontier was an access
te abundance. It was there for the individu%I bold encugh and
intelligent enough to grasp the opportunity.

The plains were a new experience and a harsh one for the
American pioneer. Herhert Quick, a pepular historian, wrote
about the new experience:

They the pioneers began their last long trek to a
new and different world., They turned their faces to
the weat which they had for generations seen at
sunset through traceries of the twigs and leafage of
the primal forests and finally stepped out into the
open; where God had cleared the fields, and stood at
last with the forests behind shem « + .+ it was the
end of Book Cne of our history,.

Perhaps it was not as dramatic as Quick would have it
but this new frontier did present unusual hardships. Besides
the treelessness and empty horizons it alternated by season
drought with blizzard. Each aeascn had its threats. In
summer it waa hail:. or drought, ¢r duetsteorms, or
grasshoppers: often it was all. Inm spring it could be a late
plizzard or tornadoes. Fall could be glorigoua if there were
ng early blizzard. Winter brought frigid cold apnd blizzards.
It was a land that intimidated many. A& settler aummarized
life in Dakota as "ten miles from water, five miles from wood,
and gix inches from hell." Moat women seemed Lo despise it,
at least to fear it. Pa Ingalls loved it. Laura was
enthralled by the beauty of the plains but in the end fled to
the cool greenery of the Dzarke, the very anthithesis ¢f the
Plains. But thia was Laura's frontier, and she loved itas
freedom and its variety of mooda. sShe found beauty in every
3eaaon.

Now it was springtime. The Dakota prairie iay so
warm and bright under the shining aup that it did
not seem possible that it had ever been svept by the
winda and spow of that hard winter. In the dawns
when she went to the well at the edge of the slough
to fetch the morning pail of fresh water, the sun
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wasa rising in a glory of colora. HMeadow larks were
flying, singing., up from the dew-wet grass,

Summer: All through the lovely month of June, . . .
Wild roses were blooming in great sweeps of pink
through the prairie graasees . . . ., The scft morning
sky was changing to a clearer blue, and already a
few wiaps of summer cloud were trailing acreoes it.
The roses scented the wind, and along the road the
fresh blossoma, with their new pet%ls and golden
centers, looked up like little faces.

Fall: Now all the vast, low earth rippled softly in
gentle colors under a faded sky. Grasses were
golden—stemmed, and cver the prairie they spread a
coverlet of buff and tan and brown and warm brougésh
gray; only the sloughs were darker with green,

Winter: It was sc beautiful that they hardly
breathed. The great round moon hung in the sky and
its radiance poured over a silvery world. Far, far
away in every direction stretched motionless
flatness, scftly shining as if it were made of =soft
light. In the midst lay the dark, smooth 1lake, and
a glittering moonpath stretched acrcss it. Tall
grass stood e in black lines from the snow drifting
the sloughs.

And how well she knew this frontier by traveling so
widely over it. Few American writers have s0 many monuments
commemorating so many different homesites. Eight different
moves marked Laura's first thirteen years. Fueled by
aptimism. the promise of better times and better places, Pa
spoke this optimism as he argued for the move tc Dakota from
the banks of Plum Creek in Minnesota. "Listen to reason.
Cargline," Pa pleaded., "We can get a hundred and sixty acres
out west, just by living on it, and Lhe land is as good as
thia, or better.”™ Or, at the end of the winter of 1880-1881
that had battered the inhabitants of DeSmet, Dakota Territory,
Laura could write, "as they sang the fear and the suffering of
the long winter seemed to rise like a dark cloud and float
away on the music. Spring had come.”

Fa's 160 acres was a claim under the Homestead Act of
1862. This legislation promised free land to all who could
live five years and make improvements on the 160 acres, A
settler could commute the claim by living on it for six months
and making improvements. Then, with the payment of $1.25 per
acre a full title could be obtained.

But the Homestead Act remained more of a promise Lhan a
reality. In the humid lands of Wisconsin this acreage was
adequate, but on the dry lands of the plaina it was sufficient
only upen which te starve.

Eventually, Congress, in an attempt to improve the act,
amended it with the Timber Culture Act of 1873. This act
provided an additional 160 acres if the settler planted at
least one~-fourth of the claim in trees. The unfortunate legac
behind this act was based on the belief that the wilderness
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woeld be changed to a garden because Americans were God's
chosen people and in the nineteenth century concept that
progress was inevitable. The means were at hand to convert
the Great Plains (known to earlier Americans a®s the Great
American Desert). The fact that the conversicon was at hand,
asa many then felt, was proven by the rainfall increase in the
mid-1870s8. Science, government, and business promeoted the
idea that settlement and tree-planting accounted for this
change and would assure its continuation. This belief Tsd faw
critics before the drought that began in the mid-1890s,

In the First Four Years Laura, now married te a young
farmer, Almanzo Wilder:. must contend with the inequities of
both nature and the land acts. Soon after marriage she had
pulled from Almanzo the promise to give up farming if within
three years he had not made a success.

Hanly, as she called him, had alceady "proved up®” cn a
homestead claim. Typical of many plains farmers of the time
he then filed on a tree <¢laim. ©On this claim he planted 3405
trees; few of them remained by the beqinning of the fourth
year of their marriage, Ternado, hail, dustatorms, blizzards,
and drought had done in this option and pretty much all the
options of the young Wilders.

But optimism like that of Pa's and inspired by what
appeared in the first spring of their marcriage to be a
bountiful crop, had cavsed Almanzo Lo purchase ar eight
percent interest a two-hundred dollar grain binder. #®Within
the week hail had come and destroyed the crop. In addirion,
other equipment had been purchased on credit.

At the end of the three yeara, Almanzo called himself a
success "If we could only get one crop. WNext year may be a
good crop yYear . . . ."

Western farmers felt they suffered particularly from
declining produce prices simultanecusly that pricea for gooda
they must purchase were rising. Historians dispute this
accusaticon, but in fact the farmers did operate in a market
over which they had 1little control. Thus, Laura could
complain in 1886 of fifty cent a buahel wheat. Wheat declined
from ;1.00 to sixty-three cents a bushel between 1870 and
1890.

To put this in a time perspective, the Ingalls and
Wilders had come to Dakota during what is called the “Great
Dakota Boom." a perieod beginning in 1878, one year before the
Ingalls arrived in Dakota, and coinciding with the Lthrust of
the railroads into Dakota. By the time the boom ended in
1885, 500,000 peopleléived in Dakota east of the Miascuri, a
400 percent increase. But in 1885 Dakota and all the plains
went again into the dry cycle. This was the year Laura and
Almanzo married. Year after dusty year came the great
droughta, Scon the dry so0ils and the ever present winds
brought Juststorms and prairie fires as described in the First
Four Year2.

Many settlers finally gave up. One despondent ex-
homeateader wa® heard to comment as he boarded a train to head
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back East that "if he owned a piece of Bell and a piece of
Dakota, he would sell Dakota and live in Hell.®

Two significant results came frem this drought. The
great farmera' reform movement--the Populist--of the 1890s
came roaring out of the Plains like a prairie fire., Then, in
the second result farming methods changed in the Plains to
meet the new environment., But this ia beyond the stay of
Laura and Almanzoe who have by this time escaped to Lthe
Missouri Ozarks.

The reluctance of the farmer to change his methods of
husbandry to meet a new envirenment illustcates the desire of
American frontier setbtlera to establish their ¢ld society in
the new place. Thia i1s a conatant theme throughout the
"Little House" booka. Norms of behavior and values did not
change. The church, f[or example, i® a censtanL presence,
That it plays a strong role in the Ingalls family is not a
unique situation. In By the Shores of Silver Lake Laura
recounted the visit of Reverend Alden previous even Lo the
settlement of the new town that is to be De3met. It was
winter, and the Reverend promised to be back in the apring te
start the church.

The new town of DeSmet, the conatruction of which is
detailed in Little Town on the Prairie, waa platted before the
first train arrived. By the second year of the Ingalls in
Dakota the town had filled with false-fronted pine buildings.
A furnitvre store, a dry-goods store, a grecery store,
schools. churches, and a saloon aguatted upon Lthe prairie.
"The town was like a spre on the beautiful wild prairie,"
wrote Laura, but it was a towrn emulating "back Eaat.”

Harsh conditicnsa might force the settlers to live a crude
life, but this would pass. The frontier promised in time a
better material 1life but by the o©old values. It was the
gptimistic dreawm--the American dream some might say. The old
patriotism would be expounded. The old ties of nationalism
would be strengthened. The Fourth of July speech that Laura
recorded in Little Town was asa fervenbtly patrietic as any
remembered from Lhe old days., One just could rot doubt a
nation that was bountiful with its riches.

The Ingalls sang the ©ld songs, A copy of Tennyson's
peems is revered in Little Town. And education for Lhe
children was needed; sSchovcls were always a concern., Even
Mary, the blind daughter, must go to college.

The railrocad advanced simultanecusly with the Dakota
Erontier. Thus, these settlers could keep more closely
attached to the East than any previcus frontier in the
nation's histery. ©Dakota, then, provided the best example of
how the settlers wished to maintain the ¢ld ways. No previous
American frontier From Jsmestown Lo Dakota, no matker how much
effart; could maintain the close contact with eastern aoclety
that this one could.

The Dakotas were a railread civilization. In By the
Shores of Silver Lake it 1s the railroad that brings the
Ingalls west. Pa's first 1dob is with the Chicago and
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Northwestern Railrocad that began to push inta Dakota in 1879.
The first home of the Ingalls is in a railroad camp. The
railroad plats DeSmet and then pushes on west seeding the
right—?i—uay with mere townsites and selling the lata {B0O9 in
lasl}. The railroad is the umbilical cord that brings and
sustainsg life in the community. It is the railrcads like the
U.5. Cavalry that breaks through the snow and brings relief to
the settlers in The Long Winter.

The "long winter" was only too typical of one hazard
faced by the plains pioneer. Blizzards appeared in these pre-
weather bureau days withaut any warning. & blizzard is
characterized by a rapid drop of temperature, fvllowed by
strong winds, and ewirling magzes of snow. b day that davwnsa
sunny can suddenly develop a dark cloud on the hocizon that is
the firat warning of the blizzard. 1In the time that it takes
to travel from barn te house a person can be trapped in
howling wind and swirling snow that can so deceive the senses
that an individval is led, unseeing and greowing colder by the
seconds, a few inches past a house into the open prairie
beyond to c¢ertain death. A blizzard caught Almanze in similar
fashion. »Rfter luckily finding a corner af the howvae, he was
surprised to find that the pail of milk which he had a few
minutes before left the barn was now frozen.

As an example of the suddenness with which a storm can
rise, is the "Scheol children's storm:" considered the worst
blizzard in Dakota history. It began in the afternoon of a
school day in January, 1888. Many children wvere trapped in
the flimsy schoclliouses for twenty-four hours. Several caught
in the open died.

The American frontier, according to Turner, created a
democratic scciety because of the abundance of free land.
Thia was a democracy that stressed individoalism by the
acquisition of that abundance. There waa no limit to the
promise of the indivyidual other than what he had imposed
himaself.

To me this 18 the theme of the Wilder books. Laura may
see It with a rosy glow of middle age looking back at youth.
Nonethelesz, the elewents of rLhe thesis are there. Pa is the
optimisatic individual evertveady to push out on his gwn. Ma,
long-suffering and regretting every move, tolerates the
wanderinga, but she carries in her heart the belief in the
eventual achievement of a better life for them all. The land
will be conguered, and the Indian that she deprecated as
"howling savages . . . «lth fresh skunk 3kins around their
middles" would be Satan driven from the Garden. Ma, as well
as Pa,; shared the belief cowmmon with most Americans that they
were a pecople cnosen to spread civilization inte a wilderness
populated by heathen, and from this, as Henry Nash Smith
noted, make a garden.

At the Same btime the books rontain ample evidence of the
coopevative spirit. on every frontier of the American
experience 1t was necessary to depend upon neighbors and
friends. This was no less true on the plains frontier of
vast, empty distances and long winter isclatien. There was
the doctor who traveled forty miles to help the Ingalls
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isolated on Plum CTreek in Minnesota. ©On Silver Lake during
the ficrst Dakota winter, it was the Broast family homesteading
nearby who provided the companionship. Survival would have
been perhaps imposaible for the family alcne on their claim
site on the open plain, Only the escape te nearby DeSmet
saved them. Then two young men at great risk tn their lives
crossed the frozen plains to bring wheat to the starving
settlers--wheat obtained from a homesteader, incidently. who
atruggled between his materialism and his conscience before he
released the grain. 1In the end it is the cooperative venture
of the railroads and the church, as well the merchants, that
saved the town and settlers,

The “tittle House” books belang in the category of such
other historical works as Margaret Rawlings The Yearling.
Harold Keith's Rifle for Watie, and Irene Hunt's Across Fire
Aprils. These juvenlle books add to historical understanding,
but can be read and reread at different levels. My little
girl; now ten, reads the "Little House" books as a story of
another girl in another time, but Laura is a girl to which a
twentiaeth-century child can relate. History is living in
these books. Adults can read them as an account of the
strength and discipline of the human spirit in adversity. A
historian can read them as history with heart--a memorable
relation of the American frontier adventure and an example of
the Turner Thesis operative,
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LAURA INGALLS WILDER

The Little House books by Laura Ingalls Wilder still
delight children. The nine books recoun! the experience
of the Ingalls family as they moved six times through the
middie of Americg. Little House on the Prairie is the
gtory of their brief stoy near Independence, Kansgs. Siz
of the books tell ubout the years in DeSmet, South Dakota.
Not until 1932, os o 65 year old Missouri farm wife, did
Laura Ingolls Wilder publish her first book. The Little
House books hove solad millions of copies, hove been
translated into forty languages and provided the bgsis for
a weekly television show. Laura Ingalls Wilder died in
1957 at the age of ninety. "Now is now;”" she wrote, it
can never be a lang time ago." But thanks to her books,
she shares that long time ago with each generation of
readers.
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