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Introduction


On a spring day in April of 1924, Laura Ingalls Wilder, a fifty-seven-year-old farm wife in the Missouri Ozarks, received a telegram from South Dakota. Her mother, Caroline Ingalls, had just died. Wilder hadn’t seen her for more than twenty years.


A few weeks later, still reeling, she wrote a brief note to be published in place of her regular column in a farm newspaper. Every woman in the world who has lost her mother will recognize the retrospective shadow of sorrow, regret, and crippling nostalgia that the news cast across her life. “Some of us have received such messages,” she said flatly. “Those who have not, one day will.”1


Then it all became too much to bear. “Memories!” she wrote. “We go thru life collecting them whether we will or not! Sometimes I wonder if they are our treasures in heaven or the consuming fires of torment when we carry them with us as we, too, pass on.”2


It was a startling public outburst for a woman in a small Missouri town known to her neighbors as reserved, poised, even withdrawn. She seemed anguished by her memories, willed and unwilled. The realization that she would be visited for the rest of her life by images of people and places she could never forget was dismaying to her. “They are with us forever,” she wrote, as if in disbelief.3
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As children, we thought we knew her. She was the real-life pioneer girl who survived wildfires, tornadoes, malaria, blizzards, and near-starvation on the Great Plains in the late 1800s. She was the fierce, uncompromising tomboy who grew up to write famous books about her life: Little House in the Big Woods, Farmer Boy, Little House on the Prairie, On the Banks of Plum Creek, By the Shores of Silver Lake, The Long Winter, Little Town on the Prairie, and These Happy Golden Years. She was the woman whose true-life stories went on to sell over sixty million copies in forty-five languages and were reincarnated in the 1970s and 1980s as one of the longest-running, most popular shows in television history, still in syndication.


But as adults, we have come to see that her autobiographical novels were not only fictionalized but brilliantly edited, in a profound act of American myth-making and self-transformation. As unpublished manuscripts, letters, and documents have come to light, we have begun to apprehend the scope of her life, a story that needs to be fully told, in its historical context, as she lived it. That tale is different from the one she wrote. It is an adult story of poverty, struggle, and reinvention—a great American drama in three acts.


The third act was a long time in coming. At fifty-seven, Wilder was still far from becoming the emblematic figure of pioneer history. The woman whose life would become synonymous with the settlement of the West had spent most of her adult life living in the American South. She was not yet famous, had not yet written a book; the only writing she had published was her farm paper column. Anxious, she suffered from nerves and had a recurrent nightmare of walking down a “long, dark road” into obscure woods, the path of poverty.4


She prided herself on superior hen-raising skills and keeping an immaculate house. She worried about whether giving women the vote might lead to moral laxity. A product of rural life, she also stood outside it, questioning the iron drudgery of turn-of-the-century domestic expectations. She advised women to give up the exhausting ritual of spring cleaning.


She had a sharp temper and a dry humor, noting the resemblance of a yard full of swine to their owners. Judgmental of others, she could be humble, even self-excoriating. She was parsimonious to a fault, but when she went into town she dressed elegantly in full skirts, lace collars, and hats garlanded with feathers or flowers. She favored long, dangling earrings, fastening her blouses with a cameo brooch. She loved velvet.


She was not an intellectual, but she had an intellect. She had never graduated from high school, but had studied with passion and vigor the Independent Fifth Reader. She knew a song for every occasion and passages of Shakespeare, Longfellow, Tennyson, Scott, Swinburne, and the Brownings. Books took pride of place in her living room, on custom-built shelves beside a prized stone hearth.


As her fifties drew to a close, she stood at a turning point. The first act of her life was long over. Her childhood had been packed with drama and incident: Indian encounters, prairie fires, blizzards, a virtual compendium of American frontier life. Growing up, she could count her possessions on her fingers. One tin cup. One slate, for school. One hair ribbon. A doll her mother made her. Clothes and shoes were hand-me-downs: a good dress for Sundays, another for all the other days. She married at eighteen and was a mother a year later.


By the age of twenty-one, she knew that everything she had ever had, no matter how hard-won, held the capacity to be lost. After a series of disasters, she and her husband left the Dakotas to rebuild seven hundred miles south, a long climb out of poverty constituting her life’s second act. She took in boarders and waited on tables. Her husband, crippled by a stroke in his twenties, recovered enough to drive a wagon, delivering fuel and freight. Their daughter, Rose, left home when still a teenager, eventually becoming a celebrity biographer in San Francisco. As soon as she saw the easy money to be made selling inspirational life stories of men as self-made as she was—Henry Ford, Jack London, Herbert Hoover—she began urging her mother to join her in the writing trade.


Wilder would become one of the self-made Americans her daughter so admired. In the third act of her life, in the midst of the Great Depression, she began recording, in soft pencil on tablets from the dime store, a memoir of her youth, the story of homesteaders who had unwittingly caused the Dust Bowl she was living through. Painfully casting her mind back to the previous century, she pressed on, kept awake all night by remembering her family’s misfortunes and failed crops, her sister falling ill and going blind. What had been punishing to survive was heartbreaking to relive. “It’s H—,” she wrote to her daughter, taught never to swear.5


Rose once jotted down a quotation she attributed to her mother: “I don’t know which is more heartbreaking, a dream un[ful]filled or a dream realized.”6 She would help her mother realize a dream, bringing her professional connections and polish to the work, adding touches of cozy security to the hard reality. But it was her mother’s stoic vision of pioneer grit that prevailed.


Wilder’s perseverance gave rise to one of the most astonishing rags-to-riches stories in American letters. On the brink of old age, fearing the loss of everything in the Depression, Wilder reimagined her frontier childhood as epic and uplifting. Her gently triumphal revision of homesteading would convince generations that the American farm was a model of self-sufficiency. At the same time, it would hint at the complex realities behind homesteading, suggesting that it broke more lives than it sustained.


Living most of her life in poverty, Wilder survived long enough to become a wealthy woman, a legend in children’s literature, and a treasured incarnation of American tenacity. But fame obscures as it reveals. Swamped in pious sentimentality, dimmed and blurred by the marketing of the myth, Wilder has become a caricature, a brand, a commodity. In addition to the hit television show, the Little House series has given rise to scores of adaptations in print, on stage, and on screen—including a Japanese anime version—and a welter of songbooks, cookbooks, sequels, and chat sites. There are licensed dolls, clothes, fabrics, and, inevitably, sunbonnets.


The real woman was not a caricature. Her story, spanning ninety years, is broader, stranger, and darker than her books, containing whole chapters she could scarcely bear to examine. She hinted as much when she said, in a speech, “All I have told is true but it is not the whole truth.”7
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THE truth comes clear when we see Wilder as part of a wider history. Her story is the story of an era, which is present in her books but gets subsumed in their charm, their immersion in a child’s world. When we set her life against epic movements—the Homestead Act, the spread of railroads, the closing of the frontier—we can see how economic depression and environmental disaster propelled settlers farther out on the Plains than they ever should have gone, how fear of massacre drove the squatters’ rationale, how debt and drought kept farmers locked in recurrent waves of boom and bust.


Wilder made history. Sealing her themes inside an unassailably innocent vessel, a novelistic Trojan horse for complex and ambiguous reactions to manifest destiny, wilderness, self-reliance, and changing views of women’s roles outside the home, her books have exercised more influence, across a wider segment of society, than the thesis of Frederick Jackson Turner, which held that American democracy was shaped by settlers conquering the frontier. Their place in our culture continues to evolve. Unfolding in the heartland of Indian removal, Wilder’s life and her re-creation of it became a lasting expression and subterranean critique of America’s harshest philosophies. She has become one of the national figures by which we take the measure of pioneer women.


“Often, if you want to write about women in history,” the novelist Hilary Mantel has said, “you have to distort history to do it, or substitute fantasy for facts; you have to pretend that individual women were more important than they were or that we know more about them than we do.”8 But when it comes to Wilder, we don’t have to pretend.


In the breadth of its impact, Wilder’s work—even in its bowdlerized, co-opted versions—has few parallels. It has shaped and inspired politicians across the decades. The second heir to the Little House fortune, Roger MacBride, ran for president as a Libertarian. Ronald Reagan wept over his TV tray in the White House watching his friend Michael Landon enact a blow-dried Simi Valley version of Wilder’s homespun pioneer values.9 Little House on the Prairie is the one book Sarah Palin’s family could remember her reading as a child.10 Saddam Hussein is said to have been a fan.11


Greater than any such incidental endorsement has been Wilder’s quieter influence on generations of schoolchildren. On Publishers Weekly’s list of the bestselling children’s books of all time, Little House in the Big Woods and Little House on the Prairie are in the top twenty.12 John Steinbeck would become America’s lamenter of Dust Bowl destitution—and Woody Guthrie its anarchic troubadour—but Wilder staked out a place as champion of the simple life. She transformed poverty into pride, showing readers the heroism of endurance. With Shaker-like purity, she celebrated every day under shelter, every warm fire, and every mouthful of nourishment, no matter how modest. Not by accident are her books about “little” houses. They are also about making the best of little food and fewer choices.


If the fiction was gauzier than the reality, that was because it was inspired by her devotion to her parents. Every word Wilder wrote would be grounded in the satisfaction of simple pleasures she discovered through them: a song, a carpet of wildflowers, a floor swept clean. Showing American children how to be poor without shame, she herself grew rich. That too formed a powerful part of her mythology.


IN 1856, a family came to far western Wisconsin, the edge of the frontier, in a covered wagon. As a descendant later recalled, they had heard from “friendly Indians” about an “Eden-like valley of great fertility” near the Mississippi. Their arrival was akin to something out of Genesis:






In the morning they awoke to a very beautiful sight. Surely this was the Eden-like land the Indians had told them about. It was then just a little place in the wilderness, remote from any road and without buildings. There were plenty of trees, however; one, which stood in the farm yard until a few short years ago, was the same tree under which the family continued to camp until they could erect a log house.13








Their names were Eva and August, and they were my great-great-great-grandparents. They bought land in Buffalo County, about fifty miles as the crow flies from where the Ingalls family would settle a few years later. They arrived with four children and a cattle dog, but the dog ran all the way back to Muskego. Their land patent bore the name of President Andrew Johnson.


One of their daughters was named Caroline. I have her name and her quilt: appliqued flowers on a white field, pink and yellow calico blooming from curling green stems, all secured in thousands upon thousands of tiny, even stitches. She was sewing it around 1871, when Laura Ingalls was a youngster not far away.


There is a photograph of four generations of these Wisconsin women—Eva, Caroline, Della, and Marion—clinging to each other in front of a field of corn. A sepia flash of pale and distant faces. No one ever told the rest of the story. Who were they, really? What happened to the friendly Indians, and the wilderness, and the farm, and the family? What happened to the cattle dog? What happened to Eden?


The quilt keeps its mute counsel in a closet. But Laura Ingalls Wilder saved her quilts and her stories. In a heroic effort late in life, she gave those stories to the world. With the same exasperated patience that her mother instilled in her as a child, learning to sew a nine-patch quilt, she sat down and wrote—what she remembered, what she wanted to remember. For those of us seeking to understand the settlement of the frontier, she offers a path, perhaps our best path, to the past.




On the Frontier


“Once upon a time … a little girl lived in the Big Woods”: the opening of the Little House series has the cadence of a fairy tale. The setting, too, feels like a place in a fable:






The great, dark trees of the Big Woods stood all around … and beyond them were other trees and beyond them were more trees. As far as a man could go to the north in a day, or a week, or a whole month, there was nothing but woods. There were no houses. There were no roads. There were no people. There were only trees and the wild animals who had their homes among them.1








But the Big Woods was an actual name for a real place.2 Dense forests stretched across northern Wisconsin and Minnesota, millions of acres of sugar maple, red oak, burr oak, basswood, and elm, shading into prairies to the south and west.3 And this apparently unpeopled wilderness had a long history of human habitation.


The first whites to see the Big Woods were French trappers in the 1600s. They regarded the forests as a bank full of beaver and timber, a wealth of quality hardwood. But long before them, the Indians knew the land’s value. “Mni Sota Makoce,” the Dakota called it: “land where the waters are so clear they reflect the clouds.”4


The Dakota included several separate bands, sharing language and customs but inhabiting different areas and known by different names. Each had their own relationship to the Big Woods and its lakes and rivers. There were the Wahpeton (meaning “the people who live in the forest”) and the Yankton (“the people who live at the edge of the great forest”), the Mdewakanton (“the spiritual people who live by the water”), the Sisseton (“the medicine people who live by the water”), and the Wahpekute (“the warriors who protected the medicine people and could shoot from among the leaves”).5 Whites lumped them together as “Sioux,” a name the Dakota found insulting. “Sioux” was what their enemies, the Ojibwe, called them. It meant “little snakes.”6


Where were these Indians when Laura was growing up in the Big Woods? That was a story in its own right. It happened five years before she was born, but it reshaped the American landscape for centuries to come. The dispossession of the Dakota, the Homestead Act of 1862, and the war that they touched off set the stage for Laura Ingalls Wilder’s life.


AT the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Dakota occupied a vast swath of forest and prairie west of the Mississippi River. Tied to the seasons, they lived by hunting, fishing, gathering wild produce, and growing crops. In fall and winter, deer-hunting parties set off in the north. Whole villages followed the hunt, tepees and other necessities heaped on sleds pulled by horses or dogs. By spring, as deer grew scarce and thin, the Dakota moved south, ice-fishing along the way for pike and bass. At the first thaw, women tapped maples in coveted groves to make sugar, while men hunted muskrat, geese, and ducks. Their summer villages along the Minnesota River had bark houses near meadows and marshes where they harvested chokecherries, wild turnips, potatoes, strawberries, and artichokes. Women and children raised corn, beating birds away from the crop.7


Even in the best of times their existence could be precarious, made more so by the disappearance of beaver and buffalo and white settlers’ introduction of alcohol and smallpox. Sometimes the weather was bad, or the game sparse. Whatever the difficulties, however, it was their life and their country.


In the 1830s, the painter George Catlin was among the first whites struck by the land’s wild beauty, calling it a paradise.8 Its most terrifying spectacle—fires sweeping through the grass like “red buffaloes”—was, for him, an ecstatic vision. “The prairies burning form some of the most beautiful scenes that are to be witnessed in this country,” he wrote.9 He bemoaned the region’s domestication by the “busy, talking, whistling, hopping, elated and exulting white man, with the first dip of the ploughshare, making sacrilegious trespass.”10


The trespass had begun in 1803, when Thomas Jefferson bought the interior of North America from France, some 530 million acres between the Mississippi and the Rocky Mountains changing hands for fifteen million dollars. Over the following decades, a series of treaties were negotiated between the United States and the Dakota. Legally dubious, based on inaccurate translations of an oral language, the treaties steadily encroached on the Indians’ land, confining them within ever-shrinking boundaries. In 1851, some six thousand Dakota were consigned to a cruelly narrow reservation, a strip of land one hundred and forty miles long and ten miles wide along each bank of the Upper Minnesota River.11 There, they were expected to relinquish the immemorial pattern of their lives, give up hunting, settle down to farm, and become Christians. Few, however, chose to do so, the majority continuing to “live by the hunt.”12


For settlers, the treaties set off a land rush. In the first wave, between 1854 and 1857, more than five million acres of public land were sold in Minnesota Territory, much of it for the rock-bottom price of $1.25 an acre.13 Farmers raced to stake claims on land already broken for cultivation: the Indians’ corn fields. Saw mills were set up, trees felled, and roads cut through the wilderness. In the 1840s, a few hundred whites were living among twenty-five to thirty thousand Indians of various tribes; by 1858, the year Minnesota became an American state, there were 150,000 whites.14 By that time, squatters were encroaching on Dakota land north of the Minnesota River, finding a willing collaborator in the federal government. Less than a decade after creating the Upper and Lower Sioux Reservations, the government took back half the Dakota’s land, the strip along the northern bank of the Minnesota, after negotiations that were little more than veiled threats. Promised $1.25 an acre, the Indians were paid thirty cents, a swindle that would end up costing both sides dearly.15


For whites, free land was the original American dream. Inspired by massive taxpayer-funded acquisitions such as the Louisiana Purchase, the schemes to distribute such land were bitterly contested by well-heeled congressional foes, especially those from the South.16 Western territories were a particular focus of the Free Soil movement of the 1840s and ’50s, which joined farmers eager to colonize new lands with abolitionists intent on keeping new states free from slavery. Their rallying cry was, “Why not vote yourself a farm?,” a goad to politicians who abhorred giving land to the poor, arguing that such charity was “demeaning.”17


In the presidential campaign of 1860, Abraham Lincoln harnessed and refined the Free Soiler argument, insisting that slavery was a stain on the land, “a moral, a social, and a political wrong” that could not be allowed to spread.18 If elected, he promised “free land” for all Americans. And he was as good as his word. When his inaugural train passed through Cincinnati on the way to the capital, he stepped out to speak to a committee of industrialists. “I have to say that in so far as the Government lands can be disposed of,” he remarked, “I am in favor of cutting up the wild lands into parcels, so that every poor man may have a home.”19


The Homestead Act that Lincoln signed into law in May 1862 promised 160 acres—a quarter of a square mile of land, or a “quarter section”—to every citizen over twenty-one who wanted to stand up and claim them. The offer was open to anyone who had never taken up arms against the United States, including single women, immigrants, and freed slaves. For a ten-dollar filing fee, potential homesteaders could claim their acreage, and then had five years to “prove up” by cultivating the land and building a structure on it. If these conditions were met, and claimants could prove that they had lived at least six months of every year on the property, they received a deed, or “patent,” to the land. There were also shortcuts: after six months in residence, those with enough money could buy the land outright for $1.25 an acre. Altogether, a billion acres would be opened to homesteading when the Act went into effect the following year. Yet settlers were not content to wait: tens of thousands more began pouring into Minnesota when news of free land broke.20


Lincoln doubtless realized the consequences that the Homestead Act would have on the Union, and he had been warned about the Dakota’s plight.21 But he had never set foot in Minnesota. Distracted by the Civil War, he failed to foresee the havoc that a second wave of settlement would unleash among tribes still living on the lands America coveted.


IN Minnesota, tensions were already running high long before Lincoln made free land a centerpiece of his campaign.


In 1853, a decade before the Homestead Act, a group calling itself the German Land Company placed an advertisement in a Chicago-based German-language newspaper, the Illinois Staats-Zeitung. It called for immigrants from Bohemia and Germany to stake their claims to riverfront acreage in Minnesota. Within a few years, the company had signed up eight hundred, at a few dollars a head. In a sentimental allusion to a city on the Danube, the seekers named their future home New Ulm. The town was to be built at the confluence of the Minnesota and Cottonwood Rivers, on land adjacent to the Dakota reservation. For immigrants’ purposes, it was ideal: productive, naturally terraced bottomland, with steamboats running to the U.S. Army’s Fort Snelling.


The first settlers arrived during the winter months of 1855, while the Indians were away, hunting. They moved into bark houses belonging to the Dakota. When the original inhabitants returned, the squatters refused to budge even as the natives continued to haunt the nascent town, arguing for their rights. Soon, smallpox broke out among the Indians.


The Germans and Bohemians who founded New Ulm preferred to live in ethnic enclaves where they could speak their own language and do business with their own kind. This was a common practice in Minnesota settlements. At New Ulm, the whites’ encounters with Indians were made all the more thorny by the settlers’ lack of interest in the history, culture, and language of the people they were displacing. Mutual incomprehension was compounded by the fact that the Dakota were disgusted by the newcomers, whom they called “bad talkers” (for their guttural, unfamiliar speech) or “Dutchmen,” and whom they blamed for driving away game.


Among those incensed by New Ulm was a leader of the Mdewakanton band, a legendary chief named Little Crow. Renowned for his physical courage and spiritual acumen, he had been dealing with the whites for years. He had traveled twice by train to negotiations in Washington, D.C. He had signed treaties, only to watch white traders siphon away the money and white farmers continue to encroach on Indian land. He was particularly aggrieved about the land on which New Ulm sat: he’d believed he had negotiated its return in earlier talks, only to learn he had been outmaneuvered.


After their bark houses were seized by the New Ulm settlers, the Dakota began going from house to house, begging. Like many native groups, they held to a collective view of possessions, cherishing reciprocal hospitality. Those with more were expected to give to those with less. The Germans did not share that view. An 1859 article in the New Ulm Pioneer reported that laws had been enacted requiring the Dakota to present a pass before entering “the lands, claims, or settlement of the white inhabitants.”22


Two years later, in 1861, Henry David Thoreau arrived in the Big Woods. Forty-three years old, suffering from the tuberculosis that would soon kill him, he recorded in his journal a brief but penetrating account. He started up the Minnesota River on the steamboat Franklin Steele, entranced by the tangle of wild grasses and roses along the banks. He saw “many large turtle-tracks on shore” and lagoons “fringed with willows.”23 At five o’clock in the morning, he wrote of his excitement at seeing “the big woods; the wood all alive with pigeons, and they flying across our course.”24 They were passenger pigeons, then common.


After the Steele docked at the Lower Sioux Agency, a compound housing the bureaucracy and trading posts at the south end of the reservation, Thoreau found himself listening to the Dakota, who had come on their ponies for a council with administrators.25 The speechifying of white officials left him cold, but he was impressed by the Indians, who had “the advantage in point of truth and earnestness, and therefore of eloquence.”26


Thoreau undertook the journey to Minnesota in a last bid to restore his health. But he had yearned all his life to escape tame New England. It had been “mutilated” and “emasculated,” he wrote, left barren of “cougar, panther, lynx, wolverene, wolf, bear, moose, deer, the beaver, the turkey.”27 He had always wanted to see nature in its original profusion, a perfect whole.


Instead, he found himself standing on the riverbank of another diminished wilderness, witnessing the prologue to a violent confrontation. “The most prominent chief was named Little Crow,” he wrote, and his people “were quite dissatisfied with the white man’s treatment of them, and probably have reason to be so.”28


By the following summer, Thoreau was dead, and the discord he had seen on the riverbank was about to explode. Little Crow did wield the point of truth, and he was about to engage in some mutilating of his own.


TO the Dakota, the Homestead Act amounted to an act of war.


It immediately inflamed feelings in Minnesota. Minnie Buce Carrigan, a child of German immigrants who moved from Wisconsin to Minnesota in 1860, remembered the Indians as friendly at first. But “in the spring of 1862,” she later recalled, “so many people came into the country that we did not know half of our neighbors.” After that, she said, the Indians became “disagreeable and ill-natured.”29


It was in this atmosphere that, in June 1862, around a thousand Dakota began gathering at the Upper Agency, some thirty miles north of the Lower Agency. Game scarce, hunting poor, they had no choice but to wait for the annuity payments owed in payment for the land they had sold. Many had traveled hundreds of miles. Expecting a brief stay—the payments were usually distributed at the beginning of July—most carried enough dried meat to last a week or so. The lone military fort in the region, Fort Ridgely, had sent word that they were not to come until notified, because the payment had been delayed, but the instructions seem not have reached the far-flung Dakota.


Their condition grew perilous as the weeks passed: the previous winter had been harsh, the corn harvest damaged by cutworm, and they were forced to eat unripe fruit and marsh grasses to survive. A white woman at the Upper Agency was pained by their desperation. “I remember distinctly … the agent giving them dry corn,” she wrote, “and these poor creatures were so near starvation that they ate it raw, like cattle. They could not wait to cook it, and it affected them in such a manner that they were obliged to remove their camp to a clean spot of earth.”30


By August, the money had still not arrived. Normally, the gold barely reached the palms of the recipients before it was snatched away by traders, who would have advanced food and other goods against it. But that summer, the Dakota could not buy on credit. Government agencies were taking a hard line, outraged that some Dakota, furious about the delay, had tried to break into a federal warehouse packed with provisions.31


The attempted break-in sparked a threatening exchange between Little Crow and Andrew Myrick, trader and storeowner at the Lower Agency. Typical of the notoriously corrupt cadre of Indian agents and traders, Myrick had a Dakota wife and had made tens of thousands of dollars off the treaties.32 Little Crow told the trader that he should extend credit to the Dakota: that they were waiting for money that had not arrived, that Myrick’s stores were full of food while people were starving. “When men are hungry they help themselves,” Little Crow said, a remark so incendiary that the interpreter refused to translate it.33


When he found out what was said, Myrick blew up. He told Little Crow that if the Dakota were hungry, they could “eat grass or their own shit.”34 It was not the first time he had used such language. Translated for the crowd of Indians standing nearby, his taunt inspired angry cries.


On August 16, 1862, the annuity payment finally arrived at St. Paul. It was only a hundred miles away, but to the starving Dakota it might as well have been on the moon.


THE following day, August 17, a Sunday afternoon, four young Dakota men were returning on foot from an unsuccessful hunt in the Big Woods. They were about forty miles from home and had found no game. They were hungry.


At a farm near the town of Acton, fifty miles west of Minneapolis, they found a hen’s nest. They quarreled over taking the eggs. One warned against the theft, setting off a chorus of insults and dares. The exact sequence of events has crumbled into hearsay; the men may have been drunk, or simply past caring. What is clear is that the Indians went to the farmhouse, which also functioned as the town’s general store and post office, and shot dead five people, among them the farmer, his wife, and their fifteen-year-old adopted daughter.35


The Dakota then fled on horses stolen from another farm, heading down a tributary of the Minnesota, gathering Mdewakanton elders as they went. In the middle of the night, they assembled at Little Crow’s tepee, near the Lower Agency. They called him out in the traditional manner, by rasping their knives against the tepee’s hides.36


The young men were not sorry for what they’d done. They argued that the killings were justified by years of treaty violations and the gross aggravation of being despised and mistreated. They recounted tales of being cheated by government agents and of Dakota women raped by white men. They aired their hatred of “half-breeds” and “cut-hairs,” mixed-race Dakota who had chopped off their long hair, become farmers, and been rewarded for their treachery. The hunters noted that annuity payments had been delayed for months, and there were rumors that payments might arrive in the form of worthless paper. They had been pushed past the brink of endurance, they told Little Crow. They called for war.


Some of the other bands rejected the idea. The Sisseton and the Wahpeton wanted nothing to do with it; a Wahpeton leader said a few days later that “no one who fights with the white people ever becomes rich, or remains two days in one place, but is always fleeing and starving.”37 But chiefs of Lower Agency villages who had suffered under Myrick were eager to do battle.


Little Crow was reluctant but fatalistic. His Washington dealings had brought him benefits, including a frame house for the Minnesota winters. But they had cost him influence among his own people. Hearing their taunts—one of them called him a coward—stung him. And the American betrayals, disappointments, and humiliations stung too. He had seen millions of whites covering the country between the Mississippi and the east; he had seen their armaments fired in the nation’s capital, a display of irresistible force. Against it, he knew the Dakota could not prevail. But after the insult of New Ulm, he was ready to die.


According to one account, Little Crow turned to the warrior who denounced him and delivered an eloquent, contemptuous speech. The men who committed the murders, he said, were full of the white man’s “devil-water,” snapping at their own shadows like “dogs in the Hot Moon.” He told them hard truths: that the murder of white women would call forth a terrible retribution, that they were outnumbered, that they did not stand a chance. Little Crow’s son later set down his father’s words:






The white men are like the locusts when they fly so thick that the whole sky is a snowstorm. You may kill one—two—ten; yes, as many as the leaves in the forest yonder, and their brothers will not miss them … ten times ten will come to kill you. Count your fingers all day long and white men with guns in their hands will come faster than you can count…. Yes; they fight among themselves, but if you strike at them they will all turn on you and devour you and your women and little children just as the locusts in their time fall on the trees and devour all the leaves in one day. You are fools. You cannot see the face of your chief; your eyes are full of smoke…. Braves, you are little children—you are fools. You will die like little rabbits when the hungry wolves hunt them in the Hard Moon.38








Upon delivering these words, he is said to have blackened his face and “covered his head in sorrow.”39


Then he and the Mdewakanton prepared to go to war.


THE morning of Monday, August 18, dawned hot. Rumors of the killings the night before had spread across the prairie, but no one knew what to believe. Just after first light, a hundred Dakota, walking in a silent line, massed at the trading center of the Lower Agency, led by Little Crow on a white horse.


First, they went to Andrew Myrick’s house.


They shot the man who answered the door, an unpopular trader known for taking sexual advantage of Indian women. Myrick himself was hiding on the second floor. After hearing the shot, he jumped out of a window, making an ignominious run for the woods near the river. His body was found later, peppered with bullet holes, pierced by arrows, slashed with a knife. His mouth was stuffed with grass.


The Dakota attacked up and down the Minnesota River valley that day, taking settlers by surprise. Many were in the fields, beginning the harvest. Minnie Buce remembered every detail of “that dreadful Monday.”40 Seven years old, she was at the log cabin her father had built near Middle Creek, about fifty miles north of New Ulm, when her younger brother came in to say that he’d seen their neighbors “asleep” on the ground, with blood on their faces.41 She ran with him to hide in a cornfield, then watched as her father, panicking, carrying three-month-old Bertha, tried to walk away from the approaching Indians, across the open prairie. He offered everything he had in exchange for his family’s lives, but a Dakota warrior shot them both.


Her mother, behind him, sat down in shock, holding her two-year-old, Caroline. An Indian bullet passed through both their bodies, the child giving “one little scream and a gasp or two.”42 Another of Minnie’s sisters lay dead nearby. “The birds were singing in the trees above,” she wrote, “there was not a cloud in the sky. I have often wondered how there could be so much suffering … on such a perfect August day.”43 When she and her two remaining siblings tried to run, they were swept up and taken captive.


Their neighbors, the Boelters—two brothers and their parents, wives, and children, originally from Prussia—had filed claims on Beaver Creek. Breakfasting early, John Boelter and his family were startled when an Indian woman bearing an ax ran into the house and dashed out again. Shots were heard. Boelter rushed to protect his cattle and was never seen again. His wife, Justina, had been baking bread and was so rattled that she stuck a loaf just out of the oven on the nail meant for her oven mitt. With her baby in her arms, leading two younger children, she hurried to her brother-in-law’s house. But when she saw Indians killing a neighbor, she dragged the children into the trees along the river bottom. They hid there for weeks, surviving on grape leaves, raw potatoes scavenged from root cellars, and cucumbers from abandoned gardens. In heavy rains, her eldest daughter died of exposure. Justina once ventured back to one of the family’s houses, only to find her mother-in-law’s body, beheaded, on the floor.44


On nearby Hawk Creek, the Ingalls family took flight.45 Jedediah Hibbard Ingalls, a widower, heard the alarm when a settler from the Upper Agency tore past on horseback, yelling that Indians were attacking. He rushed his four children, Elizabeth Jane (fourteen), Amanda (twelve), George Washington (ten), and Lavina (eight), into a wagon and started for Fort Ridgely, the nearest U.S. Army outpost. But not fast enough. The family was overrun by Dakota soldiers.


The two older girls leapt from the wagon and dashed to a neighbor’s house, only to be taken hostage by a fearsome warrior named Cut Nose.46 As the younger children watched, Jedediah Ingalls was killed and scalped. Absorbed by another Indian band, Lavina wound up in Missouri, while George Washington Ingalls became one of Little Crow’s hostages. His red hair was reportedly a source of fascination: on the medicine wheel of the Plains Indians, red represents north, denoting wisdom. The dramatic story of his captivity—he was taken so young and held for so long that he would forget the English language—would be widely publicized in coming years, in newspapers and at least one book, Dakota War Whoop.47


No one knows the relationship between Jedediah Ingalls and the clan that produced Laura’s father, Charles Ingalls, and his family.48 No gravestone marks the spot where Jedediah fell. So many were killed so quickly that bodies were left to lie in the fields.


WHEN news of the killings reached New Ulm, men erected barricades on the main street, ordering women and children into the basement of the brick building housing Frank Erd’s Variety Store. Little Crow’s men attacked on the afternoon of August 19, inflicting casualties in fierce fighting and burning outlying farms. A downpour provided temporary reprieve, but within a few days Little Crow was back, with a force of around 650.


Waged over twenty-four hours, the battle of New Ulm has no counterpart in the nineteenth-century frontier: it is the only occasion on which Indians surrounded and laid siege to a western town. Settlers would long remember the sound of the war cry of the Dakota leader Shakopee, though they could not understand the words. He was shouting: “The Dutch [Germans] have made me so angry, I will butcher them alive.”49


Army reinforcements arrived just in time to keep New Ulm from being overrun. Thirty-four settlers had been killed, sixty wounded. The town was gutted. The following day, more than one hundred and fifty wagons loaded with women, children, and wounded men—some two thousand people in all, gathered from the entire region—were evacuated to the town of Mankato. One of the soldiers later wrote that “a more heart-rending procession was never witnessed in America.”50


Sporadic and chaotic, the U.S.-Dakota War ground on for weeks, waged throughout the Minnesota River valley and across the state.51 Henry Hastings Sibley, the former governor of Minnesota, was commissioned to lead untried volunteers against the Indians, since older, experienced men had already been deployed to fight in the Civil War. Those who were left were poorly supplied, having to melt down water pipes into bullets.52


During the hostilities, an estimated 650 to 800 white settlers were killed, some 265 of them on the first day alone. In casualties and in consequences, the conflict was historic. Since the founding of the country, the uprising marked the largest number of whites killed in a war with Indians, the largest attack on a fort and a town, the largest evacuation (of New Ulm), and the largest number of refugees, in the tens of thousands.53 Survivors fled northeast to St. Paul and Minneapolis, north to St. Cloud, or out of the state entirely, emptying settlements throughout the southern part of Minnesota.54


After the attack on New Ulm, the Dakota continued fighting for over a month. But by the end of September, their own ammunition depleted, they were decisively defeated at the Battle of Wood Lake. Little Crow and other Dakota soldiers escaped to the north, leaving their prisoners near the ruins of the Upper Agency with Indian bands who had chosen not to fight. There, at what became known as Camp Release, 269 captives were turned over to Sibley, among them Minnie Buce and Elizabeth Jane and Amanda Ingalls.


The relentless Minnesota winter was setting in, and provisions were low. The combat was over, but for every Indian remaining in Minnesota—regardless of tribal identity, regardless of whether or not he had fought in Little Crow’s war—the backlash was about to begin.


GRAPHIC, sensational accounts of killings carried out by the Dakota whipped survivors, city dwellers, and politicians into a frenzy of revenge. Minnesota newspapers published lurid reports of bodies hacked to pieces, of scalpings, and of children nailed to trees, walls, and fences. The national press took up the tale.


It took only days for Minnesota’s governor, Alexander Ramsey, to seize upon the massacre as the pretext for doing what state and federal officials had wanted to do all along. On September 9, 1862, Ramsey declared that “the Sioux Indians of Minnesota must be exterminated or driven forever beyond the borders of the state.”55 After decades of hostilities with the Indians, it was not the first explicit call for extermination, but it was in deadly earnest.56 It would soon be followed by an Interior Department report considering any means necessary for driving out the Dakota: “extermination, massacre, banishment, torture, huddling together, killing with small-pox, poison, and kindness.”57


At Camp Release, a military commission was appointed to try, convict, and execute the Indians responsible. In little more than a month, calling few witnesses and marshaling little evidence, it pronounced death sentences on 303 Dakota prisoners. Sibley planned to execute them immediately, and only fear of stepping on presidential authority delayed the proceedings. When Lincoln’s permission was sought by telegram, he called a halt, recognizing that many of the convicted were guilty only of fighting against American forces: they were prisoners of war, subject to release. He requested that a list be prepared of those who had committed rapes and murders of unarmed civilians. In the end, to near-universal outrage in Minnesota, he upheld thirty-nine of the death sentences but commuted the rest.


Carried out in the morning of December 26, 1862, the execution was one of the most grotesque public events in the nation’s history, a triumphal display of race hatred. Mankato’s carpenters and Sibley’s soldiers had constructed an enormous scaffold, twenty-four feet square, designed to hang ten men on a side.58 At the cutting of a single rope, the central platform would drop, hanging all at once. Several thousand spectators gathered to cheer on the ceremony. Captured in an elaborate drawing by Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, it remains the largest mass execution in American history.59


But not even that extreme reprisal could stanch the local lust for revenge. Frustrated by Lincoln’s clemency, Minnesota sought satisfaction through other means, killing, imprisoning, or banishing Indians found within its borders. Seventeen hundred women, children, elderly, and “friendly” villagers who refused to fight during the uprising were forced to march with a wagon train, in another heartrending procession, 150 miles from Camp Release to the Lower Agency to Fort Snelling, where they were held all winter, outside, in an internment camp.60 Attacked on the journey by angry whites, as many as three hundred died of injuries, exposure, measles, and malnutrition. Survivors were forcibly removed, first to a harsh and distant reservation in Dakota Territory, then to Nebraska.61


The treaties were abrogated, the reservations seized, and the annuity money owed to the Dakota was redistributed to the settlers whose farms and crops had been destroyed.62 The estate of Jedediah Ingalls was credited with $865 for “depredations committed by Sioux Indians,” money that paid for clothing and feeding his orphaned children.


Reparations, and outright vengeance, did not stop there. Minnesota found ways to drive the Winnebago tribe—who took no part in the uprising—off their reservation south of Mankato, freeing up coveted farmland. After a spell at Fort Snelling, nearly two thousand were shipped off to share the Dakota’s exile, first in Dakota Territory, then in Nebraska.63


During the summer of 1863, Sibley led an expedition of several thousand men to drive all remaining Dakota from the state. More than 150 were taken prisoner; two hundred unarmed Yankton men, women, and children camped in Dakota Territory were slaughtered. To ensure the extirpation of all remaining Indians, Governor Ramsey declared a bounty on male Dakota scalps, twenty-five dollars a head. Volunteer scouts combed the Big Woods for any Dakota left alive. The order would remain in effect until 1868. Among its victims was Little Crow, shot in the back the year after the war, his scalp put on display in the state capitol.64


LARGELY forgotten outside of Minnesota, the U.S.-Dakota War of 1862 was among the most pivotal in American history. More white Americans died that summer in Minnesota than were killed at the Battle of the Little Bighorn or at any other military engagement in the Plains Indian Wars. But in the end, the 1862 war was defined not by the ferocity of its battles or the number of its casualties (far eclipsed by those of the Civil War), but by Dakota atrocities—some real, some imagined—and the indignation they inflamed, inspiring retaliatory massacres of Indians at Sand Creek, Washita River, and Wounded Knee.65 In the eyes of politicians, it was the atrocities that justified extermination as state policy. They also gave rise to the ubiquitous slur, “The only good Indian is a dead Indian.”66 As a result of the war, thousands of Indians would be driven out of Minnesota, and white settlers would permanently take their place.


The Homestead Act gave the settlers official permission and incentive. But ultimately, it was not policy or legislation that opened the far west. It was not reasoned debate. It was wrath and righteous retribution that did it, forever changing the contour and condition of the land, pushing settlers farther west than they had ever gone before, flooding the prairies with farms, towns, fields, grain elevators, and train stations. It was the massacre that cleared the way for thousands of white families to seek their fortunes on the Great Plains.


By 1867, there were only fifty Dakota left in Minnesota.67 That year, a baby girl was born just across the Mississippi, in a little house in the Big Woods.




PART I


[image: image]


THE PIONEER
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Chapter 1
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Maiden Rock


The Legend


“I was born in a log house within … miles of legend-haunted Lake Pepin,” Laura Ingalls Wilder would write.1


The lake was legendary before she was born. Where the Mississippi swallows the Chippewa, a wide tributary flowing sluggishly out of great Wisconsin pine forests to the north, the river swells at the delta, like a snake that has just devoured something. That swollen spot, widest on the Mississippi, is Lake Pepin.


Its dark waters are presided over by Maiden Rock, an immense four-hundred-foot limestone bluff so visually arresting that everyone had a story to tell about it. Like everything else, the story belonged to the Indians: Maiden Rock was a lover’s leap, they said, where a Dakota girl in love with a young man leapt impetuously to her death rather than marry another. Those who passed at dusk were said to hear her sorrowful song.2


Whites would tell and retell the story until it had been rubbed smooth, playing up its romanticism, painting the scene in gloomy olives and mauves. George Catlin camped for days along Lake Pepin, hauling his canoe out of the water and gathering colorful pebbles by the handful, “precious gems … rich agates.”3 Catlin told the story, and so did Mark Twain and the poet William Cullen Bryant, who specialized in brooding Indians.4


Maiden Rock captured the imagination of Charles Ingalls, who told his daughters stories about the rock, the lake, and the Indians. On one memorable occasion, he brought them to the beach bordering the town of Pepin, just across the water from Minnesota, where they discovered the same pebbles, “pretty pebbles that had been rolled back and forth by the waves until they were polished smooth.”5


Like Catlin, Wilder as a tiny girl gathered them by the handful, stuffing so many in her pocket that they tore her dress. Her mother gently reproved her for being so greedy. But as Wilder chose to remember it, her father just laughed, delighted.


She loved both her parents, but her primary, overwhelming identification was with her father. Charles had brown hair and blue eyes, just as she did. Whenever she did something naughty, even as he punished her he had a glint in his eye that told her it would be all right, that he was moments away from holding her on his knee and telling her how bad he himself had been as a boy. He was charming, cheerful, and musical, playing by ear songs that would lift his family’s spirits—and he was an incomparable storyteller.


All of her stories begin with him, all of her memories. Her first, she would say later, was “of my Father always,” carrying her in his arms, rocking her to sleep. “The feeling, the voice and the dim light over the log wall make a picture that will never fade,” she wrote.6


DISCOVERING how Charles Ingalls and his family came to find themselves a few miles from the shores of Lake Pepin, just a few years after Pepin County was first marked on a map, is a detective story tracking generations into the past. Pieces of the family portrait survive, but the whole remains elusive, obscured under the soot of time. It may never be complete.


That is always a problem, in writing about poor people. The powerful, the rich and influential, tend to have a healthy sense of their self-importance. They keep things: letters, portraits, and key documents, such as the farm record of Thomas Jefferson, which preserved the number and identity of his slaves. No matter how far they may travel, people of high status and position are likely to be rooted by their very wealth, protecting fragile ephemera in a manse or great home. They have a Mount Vernon, a Monticello, a Montpelier.


But the Ingallses were not people of power or wealth. Generation after generation, they traveled light, leaving things behind. Looking for their ancestry is like looking through a glass darkly, images flickering in obscurity. As far as we can tell, from the moment they arrived on this continent they were poor, restless, struggling, constantly moving from one place to another in an attempt to find greater security from hunger and want. And as they moved, the traces of their existence were scattered and lost. Sometimes their lives vanish from view, as if in a puff of smoke.


So as we look back across the ages, trying to find what made Laura’s parents who they were, imagine that we’re on a prairie in a storm. The wind is whipping past and everything is obscured. But there are the occasional bright, blinding moments that illuminate a face here and there. Sometimes we hear a voice, a song snatched out of the air.


That Poverty Beat


Charles Ingalls was born at a crossroads. As if to fulfill the prophecy in that, he would always be a wanderer, propelled by hopes of a better future farther on.


But his rootlessness was not simply the sign of a “wandering foot,” as his daughter would suggest.7 It reflected generations of struggle, trying to break through, hoping to latch on to land. He would be among the first to make his way west, but he was not the first to know poverty. From the family’s earliest beginnings in Puritan New England, that was all they would ever know. And the life of the previous generations had been even harder than Charles’s own.


When Charles’s father was a young boy, Charles told his daughters, he and his brothers labored for six days a week, Monday through Saturday.8 During the winter, they got up in the dark, did their chores by lamplight, and worked until the sun went down, going to bed directly after supper. For play, they had a few hours off on Saturday afternoons. At sundown on Saturday, the “Puritan Sabbath” would begin.


On the Sabbath, all recreational pursuits, indeed all activities other than going to church or praying or studying a catechism, were strictly forbidden. There was no visiting, no sweeping, no gardening, no hunting, no haying, no fishing, no frivolous talk, no writing of notes or cutting of hair or kissing of children. Hot meals could not be prepared and horses could not be hitched to the wagon. To obey the Sabbath, the Ingalls family walked, reverently, to church. To break the Sabbath was a grave, even criminal offense, punishable by fines, public censure, or imprisonment.9


A flash of lightning in history’s darkness gives us a glimpse of one such Sunday, more than two centuries before Laura’s birth. Family lore has long maintained that the very first member of the Ingalls clan on this continent, Edmund Ingalls, arrived in Salem Harbor in 1628 with the expedition of John Endecott, first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. We know little about the man; there isn’t even a portrait of him. But we know that on April 20, 1646, he was fined for “bringing home sticks in both his arms on the Sabbath day,” presumably for firewood.10 Even worse, the sticks were stolen from somebody else’s fence.


Another moment in bright relief: Edmund’s last will and testament, sworn out two years after his theft. He bestowed upon his wife a house in Lynn and the lot it sat on, as well as “ye Stock of Cattle and Corne.”11 One daughter was left a “heifer Calf,” another “two Ewes.” A third, Mary, received “the heifer Calfe that formerly she enjoyed.” Whatever Edmund possessed was in that livestock and small plots of land, perhaps poor plots, as in the “three acres of marsh ground” bequeathed to his son Henry. What his livestock may have been worth is hard to say. A large number of cattle were imported to the northern colonies from Virginia in the 1640s, depressing their price.12


There is one final discordant glimpse of the Ingalls family in the seventeenth century. One of Edmund’s granddaughters would become notorious, victim of New England’s most lurid hour. Martha Ingalls Allen Carrier, born to Edmund’s daughter Faith, was dubbed the “Queen of Hell” during the Salem witchcraft trials by shrieking teenage accusers. She was said to have been seen riding a broomstick, to have caused neighbors’ cows to sicken and die, to have started a smallpox epidemic. Cotton Mather called her “a rampant hag.” In 1692, at the age of thirty-eight, the mother of several children, she was taken to Gallows Hill and hanged, having never wavered in proclaiming her innocence. Did her fate have anything to do with the family edging away from the country’s Puritan heartland? We cannot know, but the intense impoverishment of a time when farmers “fought over ever-diminishing slivers of soil,” as a historian put it, spurred neighbors to attack each other.13


Skip forward eighty years or so, and our most sustained flash of illumination catches Laura’s great-grandfather, Samuel Ingalls, born in New Hampshire in 1770.14 A self-lacerating individual, Samuel became a writer, in a family that would produce many of them. Devout and patriotic, he captured the suffering of yeoman farmers in a way that undermines Thomas Jefferson’s golden vision of “those who labor in the earth” as “the chosen people of God, if ever he had a chosen people.”15


As a young man, Samuel spent years living in Canada, perhaps exporting crops or other goods to America. There, in 1793, he married Margaret Delano, descendant of one of the passengers on the Mayflower. Generations later, the illustrious Delanos would produce an American president.


Like Edmund Ingalls, Samuel was a Puritan and may have been a Congregationalist.16 The Massachusetts Bay Colony was strongly associated with the Congregationalist church, a Protestant denomination devoted to the precept that every parish should be self-governing. In a land in which independence and autonomy would become bywords, Congregationalists applied those principles with a will.


Unlike his stick-pilfering forebear, though, Samuel was unwavering in his rigid religiosity. On one occasion, his young sons, after a grueling week of chopping trees in midwinter, dared to sneak away for a forbidden sled ride on Sunday afternoon. As they shot past their house, their father’s stern visage appeared in the doorway. On their return, they were greeted with silence. But the minute the sun went down, they were taken to the woodshed, one by one, and whipped.17


Religion suffused Samuel’s politics. A vehement broadside that he published in 1809 against Thomas Jefferson’s Embargo Act, denouncing the president’s party as a “wicked club,” summoned a vision of a carriage of angels, crowned in gold and armed with burnished scepters “about six or seven feet in length.”18 Descending on the town of Hartford, Connecticut, the angels shake the ground as if with an earthquake, arriving to deliver a partisan message against the president who had made trade with Canadian territories a crime. Hampering free trade was not simply an inconvenience or a bad decision. To Samuel, it was a sin.


In 1825, he published his Rhymes of “The Unlearned Poet,” the title humbly acknowledging his amateur status.19 None of the original copies are known to survive, but from transcribed verses in the family papers his voice emerges impassioned and vital. He was an uncertain prosodist, his rhymes awkward and lines galloping. But what he lacked in finesse he made up for in sheer verve.


American exceptionalism was his great theme. Visions of the country’s past rose before him in celestial glory, its heroes vanquishing the British “like lions,” its pioneers withstanding the “savage whoops” and “scalping knives” of Indians.20 The very land under their plows, he told his readers, had been purchased in blood. Other verses in the book showed Samuel transfixed by natural disasters, as later generations of the family would be. His “Lines … On The Great Hail and Wind Storm That Passed Through the Counties of Cattarraugus and Allegany in the Spring of 1834” exclaimed over eight-inch hail stones, and depicted a tornado—a column of air “filled / With the ruins of that day”—carrying away entire houses.21


To Puritans, every affliction—storms, pestilence, earthquakes—signaled God’s judgment, and grappling with such calamities was the responsibility of the individual. The Ingallses’ fixation on strict Sabbath observations would lapse as successive generations journeyed away from New England; one can even see the strictures relax over the course of Laura’s memoir, as the family moves west. But one thing would never fade away: the belief in self-reliance as an absolute sacrament.


The most plaintive of Samuel’s poems, “A Ditty on Poverty,” acknowledged an invincible foe: hunger. “I’ve fought him for years in battle so strong, / But never could drive him an inch from the ground. / But many a time I had to retreat, / But scorn’d for to own that poverty beat.”22 The poem echoed the Biblical warning against penury as a creeping evildoer waiting to strike the slothful.23 Americans would later slough off the personification, but need still retains a whiff of shame.


Another piece in the book speaks of the melancholy of missing lost friends and family, of lying awake at night listening to “the midnight owl,” hungry wolves, and screaming panthers. Samuel, in the seventh generation of Ingallses in America, translated that sorrow into song.24 Unto the ninth and tenth generations, his descendants would sing it too.


BY the time that Rhymes of “The Unlearned Poet” was published, Samuel and his family had returned from Canada to the United States, moving to Cuba Township in the far west of New York State. His youngest son, Lansford, born in 1812, would marry a woman named Laura. They raised a family of ten, their first, Peter, born near Cuba in 1833. A second died in infancy. The third, born January 10, 1836, was Charles Phillip Ingalls.


Cuba was a dark, dirty, and gloomy place, resting uneasily on swampy ground. Dotted with “unsightly stumps,” the village hosted a tannery, an ashery producing lye, and lumber and stone mills. A railroad and canal were being constructed when Charles was a boy. As a child, he may have heard tales of the wolves and wildcats that had made life “pandemonium” for early settlers in the region. Bounties had thinned out the animals; the last wolf howl was heard around 1840, when Charles was four.


The town was a popular jumping-off point for the West, with families camping there in the winter to await spring passage. Cuba’s Main Street served so many migrants wallowing across the town’s primitive roads toward Lake Erie that an early history called it “one continuous mudhole … a mirehole in the center of a swamp.”25 Charles would have watched countless wagons heading westward. Safe to say, he yearned to join them.


Charles’s childhood coincided with America’s first great depression, the Panic of 1837, which lasted a Biblical seven years. A newspaper out of Albany, the Knickerbocker, reported in 1837 that “there never was a time like this,” with “rumor after rumor of riot, insurrection, and tumult.”26 Banks collapsed, and unemployment climbed to 25 percent. Factories along the eastern seaboard were shuttered, and soup kitchens opened in major cities. Two out of three New Yorkers were said to be without means of support. Eight states defaulted on loans. In his literary magazine, Horace Greeley made the first of his famous entreaties to pull up stakes: “Fly, scatter through the country, go to the Great West, anything rather than remain here.”27


Two of Charles’s uncles quickly heeded that appeal, embarking for the West around 1838.28 And when Charles was eight or nine, his family loaded up their own wagon and headed in the same direction, shaking off Cuba’s mud forever.


The first railway connecting New York to Chicago lay several years in the future, so the family likely skirted below Lake Erie, picking up the Chicago Road. Formerly known to the Indians as the Great Sauk Trail, the road from Detroit and Fort Dearborn to Chicago—then a burgeoning town of a few thousand people—was traversed by thousands of pioneers during the 1830s and ’40s. From there, the Ingallses headed forty miles west to Elgin, Illinois, a frontier outpost on the Fox River.


This was Charles Ingalls’s first sight of the open plains. After the closed-in gloom of upstate New York, rolling western grasslands must have been a revelation. According to another settler, the Illinois prairies were still a thrilling “wolf-howling wilderness,” packed with game and hopping with prairie chickens. Writing to a friend back in Kentucky, Daniel Pingree, who bought 160 acres of Kane County farmland not far from where the Ingallses settled, waxed lyrical over the rich productive soil, perfect for corn or wheat, and groves of oaks offering up raw material for cabins or fence rails: “In my opinion you could not find a better County in all the world for farming.”29


At first the family thrived in Illinois, acquiring 164 acres of Kane County land themselves. But soon the land was gone—perhaps sold or lost on taxes—and Charles’s father appeared on the 1850 census as a “laborer.”30 A local historian writes that the teenaged Charles, perhaps with his older brother and cousins, attended monthly Saturday dances upstairs at the Garfield House, a two-story brick inn and tavern near his uncles’ land.31 It may have been here that Charles picked up the violin, acquiring a taste for spirited music and dancing. Nearby, at Plato Corners, a mile south of the family properties, was a “subscription school,” taught in 1840 by a woman named Charlotte Griggs. Perhaps she was responsible for helping to instill Charles’s lifelong dedication to books and his charming, literate style.32


Doubtless a laborer himself, Charles must also have honed hunting and trapping skills during those years. In addition to prairie chickens, the land teemed with geese, ducks, cranes (once a game bird), badgers, and foxes. But while his uncles kept working their farms in the area, his own family moved yet again around 1853, following the Fox River north to Wisconsin.33


This time they settled in Jefferson County, west of Milwaukee and near the village of Concord, buying eighty acres on the north banks of the Oconomowoc River. By this point the family included six children, with several more to follow in short order.34 Households of this size were the norm: their neighbors across the stream had half a dozen children living with them as well. Among them, some four years Charles’s junior, was a girl named Caroline.


Imagine a Ship on the Water in a Storm


Caroline Lake Quiner was born on December 12, 1839, in a rustic cabin near Brookfield, Wisconsin, about thirty miles from where she would later meet the Ingalls family. Like the Ingallses, her parents hailed from the east, in their case from Connecticut and Massachusetts. Wending their way west, Henry and Charlotte Quiner bore children as they traveled, stopping in Ohio and Indiana before arriving in Milwaukee—then “just a wilderness and Indians,” as one of them would put it.35 Caroline was the first to be born in Wisconsin.


Caroline’s father had been a silversmith in New Haven, but turned to other work on the frontier. On November 10, 1845, he set sail as second mate of the Ocean, a two-masted schooner on Lake Michigan, planning to sell a load of lumber with his brother-in-law, the vessel’s captain.36 Caught in a storm, the ship capsized with the loss of all on board. The bodies were never found.


The disaster heralded a period of severe privation for five-year-old Caroline and her family. Her mother was an intelligent and resourceful woman. But left on her own in the wild woods of Wisconsin to provide for six children under the age of eleven, she would find herself taxed nearly beyond endurance.


“Did your Mother ever tell you how we lived?” Caroline’s sister Martha asked Laura, her niece, decades later. “Oh how I have tried to forget but never could.”37 As it turned out, Caroline had spared her daughter those stories. “I do not wonder that your Dear Mother and My Dear Sister did not like to talk about it,” Martha said later. “It made ones heart ache.”38 She remembered cold bare feet in winter and days spent huddled in bed naked while their only clothes were washed.


The living conditions of frontier settlers were unimaginably primitive. Floors were dirt, and tiny cabins were uninsulated. Water was drunk directly out of rivers or rain barrels exposed to the elements. Cloth was at a premium: clothes and blankets had to be woven out of wool spun by hand, and undergarments hanging from clotheslines might bear the name of whatever flour company had sold the sack they were made from.39 Feather ticks to sleep on were a rare luxury. Most mattresses were stuffed with corn shucks or straw.


The Quiners’ brushes with starvation over the next few years permanently marked Caroline and her siblings. With no provider, the family ran out of flour and had nothing to eat but corn meal patties cooked on a griddle. Sometimes the children shared a bowl of water with bread crumbs broken into it. Eventually, a man on his way to Milwaukee with a load of flour let the family keep a barrel on credit. (Later, Laura would recall her mother as resistant to borrowing anything, even ashamed of it.) At times, the children scrounged for themselves, searching out berries and other wild foods.


Bears and mountain lions roamed the woods outside their door. Indians camping nearby materialized from time to time, on occasion bringing sides of venison for Caroline’s mother to cook, then sharing them with the family.40 At other times, the natives were less generous, slipping into the house to take food off the table. “They frighten us terrible,” Martha wrote, “with the[ir] painted faces.” She vividly recalled an Indian “all painted up” who was “on the war path,” his brother having been killed by whites. He walked into their house, plucked a few peacock feathers from their looking glass, and stuck them in his hair, “proud as Lucifer.” For a few hours, the family feared he had stolen baby Thomas, who had just learned to walk, only to find the child later, sitting peaceably in the corn patch.


Their mother moved them west again, to a farm next to the Oconomowoc River. Four years after her husband’s death, she married a neighbor, Frederick Holbrook. Life improved, if only marginally, with the acquisition of a few chickens and sheep “rented” for their wool.41 At one point, the couple fell ill with fever, and the children watched in horror, afraid they would both die. They recovered, however, and soon there were things to celebrate: Martha, Caroline, and their siblings welcomed a half sister, Lottie, the pet of the family.42


At sixteen, Caroline took over the job of teaching in the schoolhouse where she had been a pupil. All her life, she carefully saved her school books and a commendation from her teacher, Mary J. Moore: “Caroline L. Quiner for good behavior and attention to her studies merits my approbation and esteem.”43 She would name her first child Mary.


Caroline’s brooding essay, “The Ocean,” also survives, exhibiting a fluency and style surpassing the rough-and-ready letters of her brothers. Her father’s fate preyed on her mind:






Imagine a ship on the water in a storm…. All is hurry and confusion on board, for every hand must be at work, to save the ship if possible. And how often the ship, and its whole crew, find a grave in the bed of the ocean, and become the food of animals of the deep. Who can picture the sufferings of the survivors …44








Beginning in 1854, when Charles Ingalls’s family bought the property nearby, the Quiners found enormous solace in their neighbors. “Your father’s folks lived just across the Oconomowoc,” Martha wrote to Laura. Even when the bridge washed out, the children were not deterred, simply walking across on logs called stringers.45 Admitting that her own husband had never taken her to a dance during their courtship, Martha recalled Charles squiring her and Caroline to a corn husking party. They danced until they were exhausted, then hiked back through the snow.


In 1857, Charles Ingalls bought half of the family property, forty acres, from his father, who at the same time mortgaged the lots for five hundred dollars.46 In February 1859, the first of several Quiner-Ingalls weddings took place, when Martha and Caroline’s brother Henry married Polly Ingalls, Charles’s younger sister.


Almost exactly a year later, on February 1, 1860, in the village of Concord, Charles and Caroline were married. The newlyweds’ devotion still shines from their wedding photograph. Thin and bearded, Charles has wild hair, and his ebullient personality seems scarcely contained by a dark suit and bow tie. He tenderly embraces his bride with one arm, holding her hand on his knee. Her calm, grave face beams with the benevolence and resolve her daughter would describe years later. Rarely ruffled, Caroline had already known suffering, and her assent to the rigors of life appears not passive but quietly powerful. Through everything, she and Charles would honor and comfort each other.


Six months later, on July 24, 1860, there was another Concord wedding: Martha married a neighbor, Charles Carpenter, with Caroline and Charles Ingalls witnessing the ceremony. As a bachelor, Carpenter had bought property up north, land near Maiden Rock, and the newlyweds immediately embarked for Pepin County.


After the flurry of weddings, prosperity appeared to reign. In the summer of 1860, a federal census taker found Charles and Caroline apparently flourishing. Charles, twenty-four, was described as a farmer, with the value of his personal estate estimated at fifty dollars and his real estate at a thousand, a strong start.47 The following year, Peter Ingalls, Charles’s oldest brother, married Martha and Caroline’s sister Eliza, further intertwining the Ingalls and Quiner families.


Still, the future was anything but secure. At that juncture, Wisconsin was a burgeoning young frontier state, with a population of more than 775,000, but a sterling reputation for high-quality dairy products was only a faint dream. Its inferior butter was sold in Chicago and points east as “western grease.”48 Its finances were shaky as well, and about to get worse.


Not long after Lincoln was elected in November 1860, Southern states began to secede. Many Wisconsin state banks were heavily invested in Southern bonds, whose value plummeted on the news; thirty-eight of the banks failed, setting off a riot outside one Milwaukee institution that June. Factories closed, and the unemployed marched through the city demanding bread. Crop prices fell to ruinous lows, while the freight rates charged to ship crops to market rose sharply. Some farmers ended up burning corn for fuel. “They are literally skinning the West alive,” an angry newspaper columnist wrote of the railroads.49


The Ingallses’ tenuous stability crumbled along with the state’s. Caroline, writing to Martha up near Pepin, relayed the news from Concord. Charles was well, she said, but had worked hard throughout the summer and “is about tired out now.”50 With twenty laborers, he had picked, pressed, and sold $250 worth of hops, about half of what the couple had grown. “We do not expect to get as much for the remainder, as the price is reduced,” she said. Failing to pay the mortgage and taxes, Charles and his father lost their land. In January 1862, the first Ingalls farm in Wisconsin was auctioned off.


The summer of 1862 saw Charles and Caroline still living within easy visiting distance of the village of Concord.51 Since he owned no land, Charles may have been working as a hired hand, saving up money to buy property again. His parents had been traveling up north, perhaps scouting for land.52 Sometime that fall or the following year, he and Caroline would pack up and move, following Martha and Charles Carpenter to Pepin County. Perhaps they traveled overland by wagon; perhaps, like the Carpenters, they took the train west to Prairie du Chien, then boarded a steamboat heading north on the Mississippi River.53


However they did it, their timing was propitious. At the very moment they decided to relocate, Wisconsin was embroiled in a deeply controversial drive to draft men into service in the Civil War.


A Soldier’s Death


The interwoven clan of Ingallses, Carpenters, and Quiners had good reason to be wary of the military. In January 1862, Martha and Caroline’s eldest brother, Joseph Quiner, had enlisted in Company B of Wisconsin’s 16th Infantry Regiment. We know nothing of his motivation. Many men were inspired by patriotism, others by practicality: times were bad, and soldiers earned an enlistment bonus in addition to their pay and an allowance for their families.


Led by a Methodist minister, Company B was soon deployed to Tennessee. At home in Concord with two small boys, Joseph’s wife, Nancy, grew frantic in mid-April after hearing news of the Battle of Shiloh on April 6. With no word from her husband for days, she wrote to Martha:






I am all most crazy. I have hardly eat, drank or slept since I heard of the battle. I am so afraid that Joseph was hurt. It seems I could fly away to where he is. Oh I feel so bad. I would give worlds were they mine to give if he was at home with us. Were it not for our little ones I would go in one moment to him.54








Her fears were not misplaced. Private Quiner had been wounded at Shiloh, shot through the arm. After he was transferred to a hospital in Savannah, the wound reopened, and he bled to death on April 28.


Nancy was prostrate with grief. Two months later, Eliza Quiner Ingalls wrote to Martha to say that Caroline was caring for her sister-in-law and “thought it would kill her at first.”55 Caroline herself, in her flowing copperplate hand, recorded Joseph’s fate with anguish on the reverse of the sheet on which she tallied vital records of her brothers and sisters:






Died from his wounds—Joseph Quiner of Co B…. at the battle of Shiloh…. Thus have been left a wife and Children, mother, brothers, and sisters to mourn over his loss while in defen[s]e of his country against this cursed hell-born spirit of rebellion He died the soldier’s death.56








It may have been the most vehement remark she ever made.


A few months later, in August 1862, Wisconsin initiated a draft, one of only two western states to do so.57 The Secretary of War instructed the state to provide some 48,000 men. Every Wisconsin county was required to meet a quota, signing up volunteers if possible, or pressing men into service if not. Every able-bodied free white male between the ages of eighteen and forty-five was required to report to a county draft commissioner, who would be assisted by an examining physician in determining men’s fitness to serve.58


The rolls of “Persons Liable for Military Duty” compiled that August reveal how deeply unpopular the war was among potential draftees. Farmers, carpenters, laborers, merchants, and cabinet makers, married and unmarried, all pleaded to be excused—because they were overage, nervous, unable, disabled in their right hands, suffering from bad eyes, “troubled with bronchitis,” or subjects of Great Britain.59 The more stolid merely claimed to “have something the matter,” while the fanciful developed lameness, epilepsy, ruptures of the skin, or weakness in the breast. Others confessed to being “completely broke down.” A surprising number were said to be firemen, a class exempted from service.60 In Milwaukee, “No Draft” marchers took to the streets, while in Sheboygan a draft commissioner was forced to draw a pistol to deter a mob threatening violence.61


Where Charles Ingalls found himself in all of this remains a mystery, but he did not enlist.62 Between the summer of 1862 and autumn of the following year his whereabouts are unknown.63 He may have been drifting around the state: as historians note, there was “no mechanism for keeping track of men who left to visit friends or relatives and never returned.”64 They also point out that 1862 saw a sudden, suspicious increase in the population of Wisconsin’s northern and western counties, including Pepin. By the following year, so many men had fled to parts unknown that the exodus was characterized as a “stampede.”65


THE toehold that Martha Quiner and Charles Carpenter had established on Maiden Rock in 1860—arriving as early pioneers in the area, with Indians as their “principal neighbors and frequent visitors”—would, within a few years, draw much of the clan near the Mississippi shores.66 Along with Charles and Caroline, others in the extended family—Charles’s parents, Peter Ingalls with Eliza Quiner, and Polly Ingalls with Henry Quiner—also decamped for Pepin County sometime between late 1862 and the summer of the following year.


It was in August 1862, just as the Ingallses and Quiners were about to set out toward the Big Woods, that the Dakota Indians launched their surprise attacks on New Ulm and other Minnesota settlements. Panic broke out along the Mississippi. Some forty thousand white settlers fled Minnesota, many crossing into Wisconsin and forming a vast wagon train stretching across the state into Milwaukee.


Many Wisconsin towns and settlements, too, were evacuated, with refugees abandoning homes and possessions. One man threw a sack of flour into the river so that Indians wouldn’t get it, then took off for Pennsylvania.67 In Pepin and neighboring counties near the Mississippi, hysterical midnight alarms sent people leaping from their beds, in anticipation of “bloody scenes of the Pioneer days of old.”68 Home Guards wielding pitchforks and scythes took to the streets of towns that had seen no bloodshed, ordering residents to sleep under guard inside defensive perimeters. Indians were prohibited from buying ammunition or whiskey. An Army captain, sent to investigate, reported that “the fear is mutual … whites are running in one direction the Indians are running in the other.”69


Within weeks, terror had transfixed the entire state. In Sheboygan, on the western shores of Lake Michigan, hundreds of miles away from the fighting, townsfolk pulled up a drawbridge into town to keep out feared hordes.


As it turned out, the Dakota uprising would never cross the Mississippi. Compared to the brutality that would play out in Minnesota on both sides of the conflict, the panic in Wisconsin may have been, as one newspaper called it, a “ridiculous sight.”70 But the fear was real. Charles and Caroline would presumably remember it all their lives. So, indeed, would Laura, though the uprising happened five years before she was born. “I can’t forget the Minnesota massacre,” she would one day write.71


It was not enough to make the Ingallses and Quiners leave Wisconsin, though. In September 1863, Henry Quiner and Charles Ingalls found a promising piece of property about four miles from Martha’s place. They pooled their money to buy it, a quarter section of land seven miles north of the town of Pepin. The land cost $335, but they could scrape together only thirty-five dollars in cash, arranging a mortgage for the rest.72 Henry farmed the northern eighty acres while Charles worked the southern half. Each built a log cabin.


Shifting from place to place without a real home of their own, Charles and Caroline had been slow to start a family compared to their siblings. By 1865, Martha and Charles Carpenter, Eliza and Peter Ingalls, and Polly and Henry Quiner already had half a dozen children between them.73


But on January 10, 1865, Mary Amelia Ingalls was born to Charles and Caroline, on her father’s twenty-ninth birthday. She was said to be a beautiful child, with blond hair and her father’s blue eyes, cherished from her earliest days. Her parents hoped she would become a schoolteacher, like her mother before her, and contribute to the family’s welfare.


The Civil War was coming to an end. By April, Lincoln was dead. A month later, the fighting was over. Ninety-one thousand Wisconsin men had marched off to war, and more than twelve thousand never returned. The country settled into postwar recession, a time of bank collapses, falling prices, and stagnation. One of the bank failures cost the Ingallses their meager savings.74


It was during this inauspicious time, two years after Mary’s birth, on February 7, 1867, that another daughter was born near legend-haunted Lake Pepin. Charles and Caroline named her Laura Elizabeth Ingalls.




Chapter 2


[image: image]


Indian Summers


The Wagon Was Home


Laura lived within the log walls of the Pepin cabin barely more than a year before Charles Ingalls entered into a dizzying series of financial maneuvers. He sold the property in April of 1868 for the astonishing sum of $1,012.50, receiving $100 in cash and a promissory note for the rest. At the same time, Henry Quiner sold his eighty acres to the same farmer, a Swede named Gustaf Gustafson.1


The increase in the value of the land, bought for a few hundred dollars only five years earlier, may be explained in part by the improvements the men had made. Both had built cabins and cleared acreage. Significantly more land seems to have been cleared on Henry Quiner’s plot: agricultural schedules from 1870 reveal that his property boasted forty acres of plowed fields, producing eighty bushels of spring wheat, sixty bushels of Indian corn, and five tons of hay. Next door, Charles Ingalls had cleared only half as much.2


Later, Wilder would hint at the reasons, describing the “old place in the Big Woods” as hilly and brush-covered, “standing on edge and covered with stumps and sprouts.”3 Felling trees and pulling stumps in virgin forest was hazardous and difficult work. To clear an acre of forested land took 90 percent more labor than clearing an acre of prairie, demanding all the force that grown men and a team of oxen could bring to bear.


There could also have been other economic forces behind the increase in property values. Some decades later, the influential economist Thorstein Veblen—who grew up on a farm west of Milwaukee, not far from the Concord farms of the Quiner and Ingalls families—published an intensive examination of Number 2 spring wheat, the gold standard of agrarian commodities the world over. He found that wheat reached its peak value in 1867, the year Laura Ingalls was born, selling in Chicago for a giddy $143 a bushel.4


We have no way of knowing whether Charles Ingalls or Henry Quiner were able to bring their harvest to market and sell even a fraction of their crop at that price. There was as yet no railroad nearby, though ports south of Lake Pepin were already shipping Minnesota’s wheat east. The two men may have found other ways to earn money—Charles always relied on trapping and carpentry to supplement the family income. But the news of high wheat prices may have spurred him to sell the farm while the selling was good, and search for more profitable land.


A month after the sale, Charles and Henry jumped on a Reconstruction bargain. Together with Henry and Caroline’s younger brother, Tom Quiner, they bought land in the formerly slave-owning state of Missouri. It’s likely that they purchased the property sight unseen. From our vantage point, the real estate transactions resemble a game of musical chairs, rushed and transitory.


The seller was a character who might well have sprung from the mind of Missouri’s great fabulist, Mark Twain. His name was Adamantine Johnson; his siblings were Nova Zembla, Sylvetus, Italy, Sicily, and John.5 Before the Civil War, Johnson had made a tidy fortune manufacturing chewing tobacco. The 1860 census shows him owning more than thirty thousand dollars’ worth of real estate. He also owned three slaves in their twenties and four black children, ages sixteen, twelve, five, and three.6


In short order, however, the war dissolved that fortune and freed those slaves. The bank went bust, and Johnson set about selling off his land. Charles Ingalls and Henry Quiner bought eighty acres each for nine hundred dollars apiece, to be paid in five increasing installments.7 The lure: the land was a dollar down. The catch: a high interest rate of 10 percent.


At this point, the families’ movements become hard to track. Charles was still in Pepin County as of October 1868, when, as treasurer, he signed a five-hundred-dollar bond for the local school district; he voted in the general election a month later.8 The following April, though, he did not turn up at a town meeting to deal with the problem of swine “running at large.”9


Sometime in the spring or summer of 1869, Charles, Caroline, and their two girls made the four-hundred-mile journey down to Missouri by covered wagon. Emigrants typically left Wisconsin in late spring, when there was grass on the ground to feed the horses. Slowly, making ten to twenty miles per day, resting on Sundays, they trundled south, passing through eastern Minnesota and Iowa on their way.


Having journeyed as a boy from New York State, Charles Ingalls was an old hand at long-distance travel. Caroline, born in Wisconsin, would not have been so accustomed. Her mother-in-law or other family members, though, may have passed on the methods of preparing, packing, and camping that generations of women had refined on the overland western trails.


Weight was always a factor, and wagons were kept light to spare the draft animals that pulled them. Commonly ten feet long, four feet wide, and a couple of feet deep, the “prairie schooner” could hold only essentials. Bedding, cookware, and food were packed within, protected by a heavy canvas cover that was stretched over bows and rubbed with linseed oil as waterproofing. Lashed to the outside were water barrels, tools, spare wheels, and even furniture.10


“Put nothing in your wagon except provisions and clothing and such articles as are indespensably necessary on the road,” advised one veteran of the California trail. She warned as well about the prevalence of diarrhea and “gastric fever … produced by bad water and irregular living.”11 Illness and accidents haunted travelers; children had to be watched carefully to ensure they were not crushed by hooves or heavy oak wheels. A grim pastime involved counting the crosses that marked the graves beside the trail.


Everything was a challenge: the wretched jolting of the wagon, the constant wind and dust, the search for water, cooking over an open campfire. “It is very trying on the patience to cook and bake on a little green fire with the smoke blowing in your eyes so as to blind you, and shivering with cold so as to make the teeth chatter,” one young woman wrote.12 She lacked the forbearance of Caroline Ingalls: the Ingalls girls recalled their mother brewing coffee and frying corn cakes with quiet competence, summoning comfort under the roughest conditions. “The wagon was home,” Laura later recalled.13


Privacy was another concern on the trail. Traveling with a large company, Mormon women were said to have solved the problem by “walking out in a group, several standing with skirts spread wide to provide a screen for their sisters.”14 Generally, however, that topic, among other sensitive issues, was never addressed. Among “sanitary considerations” discussed in The Prairie Traveler, an 1859 handbook for westbound pioneers, human waste did not figure, merely the “noxious” airs believed to be emitted by swamps and rivers that were thought to cause malaria.15


Children were commonly born on the trail without siblings being any the wiser as to their mother’s condition. A young girl recalled being awoken in the night by a crying baby. Asking whose it was, she was surprised to learn it was a new member of her own family. “I said not a word for some time,” she wrote.16 She already had nine brothers.


There were advantages to traveling in groups, especially security, but from what we know of them the Ingallses preferred to make their own way. We know they were in Missouri by the end of the summer: court records show that on August 26, 1869, “Charles P. Ingalls and Caroline, his wife, of Chariton County of the State of Missouri” signed a legal power of attorney authorizing Charles’s father to manage their property in Wisconsin and collect all moneys owed from the sale to Gustafson.17 The following week, on September 1, Caroline Ingalls appeared at a Missouri county courthouse to testify “apart from her husband” that she had been made aware of the contents of the legal instrument.18


Culturally, Missouri must have been a considerable shock. Before the Civil War, Chariton County, with a population of 12,562, had had 2,889 slaves working hemp and tobacco. In the 1860 presidential election, there was only a single vote cast for Abraham Lincoln in the entire county. Sterling “Old Pap” Price, a former governor of Missouri who then became a swashbuckling Confederate general, had his home in Chariton. The war was over by the time the Ingallses arrived, but deep wounds remained, the animus preserved by a “Record of Bloody Deeds” cataloguing robberies, hangings, drownings, and shootings said to have been perpetrated by Union troops during the conflict.19


And Adamantine Johnson’s land, if not exactly a shock, was probably a disappointment. The Ingallses’ plot lay near a tributary of Yellow Creek, an area of prairie and bottomland forest, and the creek was known for flooding.20 Next door, Henry Quiner’s plot had no access to the creek and no nearby water.


It’s unclear whether Henry Quiner, Polly, and their four children made the trip down to Missouri with the Ingallses. If they did, at this point they must have turned around and returned to Pepin: Henry reappears in the voting record there in September.21 The decision to return could not have been taken lightly. Travel was slow, hazardous, exhausting, and expensive. And if they were unable to raise a crop that year, missing it would have been a severe loss.


Whatever the Quiners did, Charles Ingalls did not return to Wisconsin. Nor did he stay in Missouri, however. He had other plans.


The Great, Flat Land Where No One Lived


Laura Ingalls came to consciousness gazing through the keyhole opening in the cinched canvas covering her family’s wagon, swaying over an expanse of prairie grasses as they lurched slowly southwest from Missouri to Kansas.


It was one of her earliest specific memories and a sight she would never forget. Late in life, she would conjure it again and again, trying to recapture the stark beauty and isolation of that vista, seen through the eyes of her not-quite-three-year-old self. In her memory, the prairies represented a tabula rasa—wilderness as purity, free from human stain and experience. In her memoir, she recalled the scene: “I lay and looked through the opening in the wagon cover…. It was lonesome and so still with the stars shining down on the great, flat land where no one lived.”22


As with her portrayal of the Big Woods as a place where “there were no people,” there was a significant omission here. People did live in Kansas. And they fought over it, too.


The federal government originally planned to use Kansas as a dumping ground for the continent’s original inhabitants. When Andrew Jackson signed the 1830 Indian Removal Act, maps were drawn up for an Indian Territory west of the Mississippi River. They showed strips of land stacked like cordwood, north to south, randomly assigned to Choctaws, Creeks, Cherokees, Osages, Shawnees, Pawnees, and so on.


Soon enough, however, whites decided they wanted the land for themselves after all. In the run-up to statehood, the free North and the slave-owning South fought over Kansas like wolves at a carcass. Kansas Territory became an early proxy battlefield in the Civil War, as free-soilers and pro-slavery posses attacked each other on the lawless frontier. Combatants on both sides rushed to seize land, establish towns, and publish newspapers that reflected their views, earning Kansas a reputation as the “Squatter State.”


Winning statehood in 1861, Kansas had ultimately entered the war for the Union. But after the war, powerful interests were still scrapping over its fate. In order for the government to clear the way for farmers and the railroad lines to support them, the Indians who remained on their assigned lands would have to be permanently removed. For that, squatters were again the weapon of choice.


Charles Ingalls was one of them. There were rumors that Indian land in southeastern Kansas might soon be opened for claims under the 1841 Preemption Act, a forerunner of the Homestead Act that allowed settlers a one-time opportunity to acquire up to 160 acres of “public lands to which the Indian title had been at the time of such settlement extinguished.”23 Handbills and newspaper advertisements fueled a land rush to the region.24 Charles, like others, doubtless expected the government to step in, move off the Indians, and let white farmers claim property for $1.25 an acre, the price specified in the act. Strange as it may seem today, eastern Kansas then lay on the frontier line, a conceptual boundary that was constantly shifting westward as the number of people per square mile ticked up.25 Known for its cattle drives and the lawlessness that prevailed in cow towns such as Dodge City, Kansas was the West.


The Ingalls family, traveling on their own, probably arrived in Kansas in the fall of 1869, passing through a town just being built on the shores of the Verdigris River. Another early settler didn’t think much of the outpost, writing to a friend that “some fly-by-nites started a village called hay-town … and gave it the high-toned name of Independence but it won’t last long.”26 Thirteen miles southwest of the fledgling town, Charles Ingalls pulled up his wagon and camped on land he had not bought. He intended to make it his own.


He must have known that this was a dangerous game. The 1862 Dakota war was fresh in everyone’s minds. Southeastern Kansas was home, by law, to the Osage Indians, a tribe that had been pushed west for decades and now found itself trapped in the same kind of shrinking box that the Dakota had tried to break out of just a few years earlier. The Osage had to decide: was it time to make their stand?


As a people, the Osage awed and astonished whites. Many of them stood over six feet tall, at a time when the average white male was a modest five-foot-six. Thomas Jefferson met a delegation of Osage in 1804 and described them as “certainly the most gigantic men we have ever seen.”27 An 1807 watercolor portrait of an Osage warrior shows his bald head sprouting a brilliant orange crest, like a mohawk, at the crown of his skull. His eyelids, cheeks, and torso are likewise colored a fierce orange, contrasting with a blue-green headdress bristling with the head of a small raptor, the beaks of waterfowl, and the skins of hummingbirds.28


The Osage were not shy about defending their land or their interests. Their clans organized posses, known as Moh shon Ah ke ta, Protectors of the Land, who hunted both whites and members of other tribes intruding on their territory, impaling their heads on stakes as a warning. According to early Spanish records, more than a thousand white and Indian trappers met such a fate.29 In 1863, twenty-two Confederate soldiers had made the mistake of riding into southeastern Kansas while looking for recruits. Less than twenty miles from where the Ingallses would build their cabin, Osage warriors led by a chief named Hard Rope surrounded the southerners at a creek. When the soldiers refused to identify themselves and fired on the Osage, killing a man, the warriors pinned them down on a gravel bar, dispatching twenty. As was the custom, the bodies were beheaded.30


By the late 1860s, the Osage had ample reason to be angry. They had signed multiple treaties, all to their disadvantage. They had been squeezed onto ever-smaller slivers of land, only to see settlers follow them even there, compromising their hunting grounds, corn crops, and their last vestiges of independence and solitude. In 1865, they had moved onto the Osage Diminished Reserve, a fifty-mile-wide strip where homesteading was prohibited. Within a few years, many were starving, newly impoverished as their annuity payments from the treaties ran out, and oppressed by settlers illegally squatting on the land.


Demoralized, the Osage decided to sign yet another agreement, known as the Sturges Treaty: a crooked deal that would have sold their reserve to the Leavenworth, Lawrence & Galveston Railroad for pennies an acre.31 (William Sturges was the railroad’s president.) But federal politicians were nervous after the Dakota War, reluctant to encourage another bloodbath. The proposed treaty blew up into a political scandal and was never ratified by Congress. Yet the damage had been done: months of debate and speculation had encouraged even more settlers to come to the area. Meanwhile, the Osage, unfamiliar with U.S. treaty ratification procedures, believed that the agreement they’d negotiated was now in force, and were furious at not receiving the money due to them under the treaty.


The land where Charles Ingalls began building a cabin lay well within the Osage Diminished Reserve.32 Earlier in 1869 the Osage had posted the land, instructing all intruders to get out, but the settlers refused, asserting that only soldiers could dislodge them. A historian characterizes these settlers as the third surge of intruders, with each successive one setting up a “shock wave of pressure” on the Indians.33 The first wave consisted of rabid pro-or anti-slavers in the 1850s. The second was Union veterans of the war, poverty-stricken and prone to violence; the Osage called them “sudden men,” an apt description for Indians’ experience of settler incursions across the West, the whites showing up abruptly and demanding land for themselves.34 The third wave—Charles Ingalls among them—was made up of farmers emboldened by the Civil War to call on federal troops to enforce what they saw as their rights, although they had none on Osage land.


By early 1870, seven thousand settlers had crowded into Montgomery County, camping within the Osage Diminished Reserve.35 The Osage were off on their semiannual hunt, and Isaac Gibson, the U.S. Indian agent posted in the county, reported to his superior that “pioneer whites” had taken advantage of the Indians’ absence. Pouring into the reserve, they were setting up saw mills, stealing fence rails, and dismantling or seizing cabins for themselves. They were setting fire to hay fields and looting or burning stores of Osage corn. A village that was home to nine hundred Osage was stripped of lumber and valuables.36 According to one disgruntled settler, the Indians had already begun to retaliate for these incursions, planting corn next to his cabin and teaching their children “to spit in our rain barrel.”37


Alarmed, Gibson reported that the Osage were near the breaking point. They had told him this:






We sold our lands to the government nearly two years ago [in the Sturges Treaty], have received no pay, but the white man came at once and took our lodges and corn patches, and he has brought a great many cattle that eat our winter food. The commissioners said we should have a new country, but you won’t let us go there nor protect us here. If government don’t like that treaty why don’t they let us make another. We have now no place to live. We want to live in peace with the white man, but we can’t here; he robs us of our homes.38








Gibson urged his superiors to take action immediately, either by removing whites from the reserve or by moving the Osage to a new home. If something wasn’t done, he feared that the Indians, numbering some 4,400, “could massacre the inhabitants of this valley in a few hours.”39


Later that month, Gibson sent another dispatch. Two men had come to see him from the mouth of Walnut Creek (which flowed through the acreage where the Ingallses were perched), reporting that the Osage had assumed “a threatening attitude.”40 “Hard Rope will probably settle the disputes in the valley when he returns,” Gibson wrote, “if something is not done.”41 As the Confederate recruiters had learned, disputes settled by Hard Rope stayed settled. Gibson’s superiors lost no time in requesting that troops be sent to keep the peace, and some were duly dispatched. But the soldiers took no action to dispossess errant whites. They were merely stationed in case of Indian attack.


Historical reports left by Gibson and others suggest that when the Ingalls family arrived, the Osage were off hunting. The land seemed deserted. The family camped while Charles built a log house, felling trees in the nearby creek bottom and using the horses to drag them to the site. He left a raw opening in the wall for a window and hung a quilt across the open doorway. At night, Jack, the family’s brindle bulldog, lay across the doorway to guard against the wolves howling outside.


The Ingallses did not engage in the overt provocations that Gibson described, but their presence in itself was illegal. The trees Charles Ingalls took to build his little house doubtless belonged to the Osage. One of them complained to Gibson of losing four hundred logs that winter.42 The agent was so concerned that he consulted government lawyers about timber rights, but the lawyers—like the soldiers—did nothing.


VIRTUALLY everything known about the family’s experience in Kansas derives from the first twenty pages of a memoir found among Wilder’s papers, handwritten in 1930 on six dime-store tablets. Some of them bore the “Big Chief” brand name, with the profile of an Indian in a feathered headdress on their flimsy paper covers.


Recently published in an annotated edition as Pioneer Girl, the title Wilder scrawled across the cover of the first tablet, the memoir reveals much about the formation of the author’s personality, her role in the family, and her ambition and craft. While it bears superficial similarities to diaries and letters left by women who crossed the plains on the California, Oregon, and Santa Fe trails, Pioneer Girl is a retrospective account, profoundly impressionistic, and its chronology is not always reliable.43 Rather than an immediate response to events, the memoir is a casting back across decades, bringing to light memories buried under the weight of adult experience. Those that were buried the deepest—and yet emerged most vividly—were from Kansas.


As described, the nearly three-year-old Laura seemed initially blissfully unaware of the tensions and acrimony that surrounded the settlers. She was deeply impressed by the wildlife, which seemed to be their closest neighbors. She remembered her father lifting her out of bed one night and carrying her to the window so she could see a ring of wolves circling the house, “with their noses pointed up at the big, bright moon, howling as loud and long as they could, while Jack paced before the door and growled.”44


Aside from Charles’s trip to town to buy a stove, a window pane, and lumber for a door, that appeared to be all she could reconstruct of the fall and winter of 1869. Her parents went to Independence again in February 1870 to cancel the purchase of the Missouri land, signing it back over to Adamantine Johnson; they had either decided not to make payments or could not do so.45 It was the third piece of property Charles Ingalls had owned and the second relinquished for nonpayment.


The narrative picks up in the eventful summer of 1870, when “everyone was sick with chills and fever.” Malaria was a mystery at the time, though historians have described it as “the most prevalent disease on the prairie frontier.”46 No one knew what caused it: Did it spring from the virgin soil the first time it was turned by a plow? Did it seep through the open window with the morning dew? The Ingalls family was convinced that eating ripe watermelons was somehow to blame. The whole family lay prone in bed, Laura and her sister crying weakly for water. She remembered her father, as sick as everyone else, staggering around and waiting on them. She remembered his hand shaking as he held the cup to her mouth.


Newspapers across the frontier invariably carried advertisements for treatments for “fever and ague,” as malaria was called. The Ingallses were given quinine by a frontier doctor, George Tann, who lived less than a mile from them. “One time I waked and there was a great, big black man looking at me,” Laura wrote.47 He lifted her head and poured bitter medicine down her throat with a spoon. She was afraid of him, she admitted, “for I had never seen a colored person before.”48


Tann had been born in Pennsylvania to free black tenant farmers who, like the Ingallses, joined the rush to Kansas in 1869. A Civil War veteran, he practiced “eclectic medicine,” a nineteenth-century movement based on botanical treatments.49 Like many physicians at the time, Tann had no formal training, but he served for years in the region, treating both whites and members of the Cherokee reservation nearby. Under his care, the Ingalls family recovered.


The Osage returned from their hunting trip sometime in the summer of 1870 and a couple of Indian men were seen near the barn, looking at the horses in a way that inspired Charles to tie his dog at the barn door. Jack was so fierce that even neighbors feared him.


One summer day, while Laura and Mary were playing with the dog in the barn, they saw two Indians walk into their cabin, clad in fresh skunk skins, their faces painted and heads shaved “except for a bunch of hair on top that was tied so it stood up straight.”50 The girls debated untying the dog but remembered their father’s strict instructions to leave him chained. Though hesitant to leave his protection, they screwed up the courage to run to their mother, Mary clinging to her skirts while Laura hid behind the stove. The Indians examined everything in the house, telling Caroline to cook for them. After eating, they left, carrying away all the meat in the house as well as a pipe and tobacco.


Not long after, many Osage came and camped near the creek—perhaps Walnut Creek or Onion Creek, which fed into the Verdigris. All night, the family was kept awake by “shouting and screaming … much worse than the wolves.”51 Charles Ingalls dismissed it as Osage “war dances,” urging his family not to worry. But Laura often saw her father up late, fully dressed, carrying his gun, until the Indians went away again.52


In early August, Charles led Mary and Laura, who was riding on Jack’s back, down to the creek bed to spend the day picking over the remains of a deserted Osage camp. She remembered “finding a great many pretty beads that the Indian women had lost from their beadwork,” white, blue, yellow, and “a great many red ones.”53 Returning home, the girls found their mother, tended by Dr. Tann and a woman who lived nearby, in bed with their new baby sister, Caroline Celestia Ingalls. Born August 3, 1870, Carrie would always be slight and frail, perhaps due to her mother’s exposure to malaria, associated with maternal anemia and low birth weight.


Ten days after Carrie was born, the federal census taker came through, listing the “Ingles” directly below the Tanns.54 Charles Ingalls called himself a carpenter and gave the value of his personal property as two hundred dollars. The census taker left blank the column for property values, explaining that the “Lands belonged to the Osage Indians and settlers had no title to said Lands.”55


In the fall of 1870 the weather turned dry, the creek shrank to a trickle, and the grass turned sere. Fire on the plains often comes in the spring, but one hot fall day smoke appeared on the horizon. Laura’s father plowed a fire break around the house, and he and Caroline ran to fetch the horses, picketed on the grass. “Mary and I were very much excited,” Wilder recalled, though they did not understand what was happening until a cloud of smoke swept past. “Then I saw the prairie fire coming,” she wrote. “The flames came running across the prairie leaping high and the smoke rolled above them.”56 Her reaction to prairie fires, wolves, and Indians was matter-of-fact yet tinged with awe, reminiscent of others’ encounters with near death on the open prairie.


The first Christmas Laura could remember was likewise strikingly dramatic. With the creek running high after days of rain, Charles warned his daughters that Santa Claus might not be able to reach them. The celebration was saved when a neighbor bravely swam across to deliver their gifts: a “bright shining new tin cup” for each of the older girls and a beautiful stick of striped peppermint candy.57 Although no one, including the adult Wilder, could remember his name, his generosity would earn him a place in fictional history.58


Come spring, the Indians returned. Wilder’s memoir tends to be terse, but she devoted a full page to re-creating the day she sat in the doorway watching the Osage file past, on their “spotted ponies and yellow ponies and red ponies.”59 The line extended clear to the horizon, first the men, then the women, with babies in baskets or tied to their backs.


Entranced by the “bright, black eyes” of a pair of infants in baskets, she begged her father to get them for her.60 “I wanted those babies,” she wrote. It was one of the few times when Charles Ingalls lost patience with Laura. He put her in the house when she cried, telling her they already had a baby. “I don’t see what you [want] those papooses for,” he said. She persisted. “I did want them,” she said. “Their eyes were so bright.”61 This scene was so arresting that one day it would provide the climax of her most powerful work.


Almost immediately after the Indians left, she recalled, her father started putting the cover back on their wagon and hitching up the horses. They, too, were leaving. “Soldiers were taking all the white people off the Indian’s land,” she wrote.62


That was her recollection, at least. It was probably wrong: so much confusion surrounded the disposition of land within the Osage Diminished Reserve that settlers may have misinterpreted the presence and purpose of federal troops. Gibson’s superior, the superintendent of Indian affairs for the region, had in fact decided that settlers who were not harassing the Osage “will be permitted quietly to remain.”63 But at least one local newspaper, the Kansas Democrat, contradicted him, reporting that troops would be removing squatters.64


Charles Ingalls also had another reason to return to Wisconsin. Sometime during 1870, he had received word that Gustaf Gustafson, the buyer of the farm in Pepin, was unable to make further payments. Perhaps to reclaim that property, Charles abruptly decided to quit Kansas, without attempting to make his squatter’s claim legal by purchasing the land through the Preemption Act. Had he stayed only a few more weeks, it would have been possible: a federal survey was conducted in Montgomery County in the spring of 1871, and the first purchases were made in June. On the other hand, Charles may not have had the money. Forty acres would have cost fifty dollars.65


The trip out of Kansas proved hazardous, and it began with a bad omen. As the family traveled over the open prairie, they saw a covered wagon stalled beside the trail, adults and children sitting despondently in it, with no way to move on: their horses had been stolen in the night. Charles offered them a ride to Independence, but was refused, and the Ingallses left them sitting “stolidly” on the motionless wagon, looking off across the plains.


Swollen by spring rains to the north, rivers were nearly impassable. At one fording, Laura saw her mother hurriedly reach back into the wagon to drop the baby on the mattress where she and Mary lay. She pulled a blanket over their heads and told them sharply, “Lie still.” Laura could feel the wagon wheels lifting off the river bottom as her father dove into the water, grabbing the swimming horses’ bridles to lead them to the other side. It was a terrifying moment. While the beds of expensive Conestoga wagons, destined for the Oregon Trail, were built to be watertight, the Ingallses were probably using a rough farm wagon, which would have started filling up like a leaky boat. Had the water gotten high enough to top the sides, the whole family would have been lost.


Charles apparently thought better of crossing flooded creeks, and they waited out the weather in Missouri, “in a log house with a big fireplace,” while he worked for the owner.66 Caroline and her children were alone in the house one day when the chimney—a mud-and-stick affair—caught fire. As Caroline ran outside to knock burning pieces off the house, Mary sat frozen with fear, holding the baby while blazing sticks fell around her. Laura grabbed the back of her chair and jerked it clear across the room. “Ma said I did well,” she wrote later, “for a four year old.”67 An early, abrupt emergence of her character, the incident was stamped with the traits that would define her as a singularly intrepid child, bent on action.


Before they left to complete the long, exhausting trip north, Charles traded his horses, Pet and Patty, for a sturdier team. The troublesome bulldog Jack, who wanted to stay with the ponies “as he always did,” was traded as well.68 By the spring of 1871, the family was in Wisconsin, back where they had started out two years before.


In a brief and concentrated span of time, the Ingallses had experienced virtually everything that would come to be seen as quintessentially Western: encounters with wolves and Indians, angry disputes over open range, prairie fires, neighbors coming to their aid. Although they would retreat for a time to Wisconsin, an enduring impression had been made, one that would strengthen over the years as the family moved. From the open doorway of a tiny log cabin, Laura had watched as a parade of Western iconography passed by. It was as if the spirit of manifest destiny had been imprinted in her memory, leaving a series of stereoscopic images, each more dramatic than the one before, each intensely experienced and utterly unique, yet emblematic of all of western settlement. The family spent little more than a year on the Kansas prairie, but it shaped her temperament and outlook for the rest of her life. That year made her who she was.


But the Kansas adventure would inevitably push them closer to the edge of ruin. Charles Ingalls had labored to improve land that was not his own, felling trees, building a house and barn, digging a well, plowing fields. He gained nothing from it. In 1871, he was thirty-five, and he had seen his own father’s strength sapped by the time he was in his forties. He had not yet produced a male child who could lend a hand. His daughter remembered their departure with puzzled sadness: “We drove away leaving our little house standing empty and lonely on the prairie.”69 They would never recover the economic ground lost in Kansas.


The image of Charles Ingalls that emerges from these unsettled early years contains elements of moral ambiguity missing from the portrait his daughter would one day so lovingly polish. Having avoided fighting in the Civil War, he was not above trying to profit from it. Like many in his time, he did not hesitate to put a young and growing family in harm’s way. If he did not know Hard Rope’s reputation, he should have. His dealings with Indians and implicit reliance on the government—to protect settlers from the consequences of their provocative actions and remove Indians from land he wanted—were self-serving. He was willing to press his advantage, to take something that did not belong to him if he thought he could get away with it. These were very different characteristics than the ones his daughter would choose to emphasize decades later. She would never refer to him in print as a “squatter.” But she knew he was.70


Warm and Snug and Happy


May of 1871 found the Ingallses once more among their extended family of parents, siblings, and cousins. Waiting for the Gustafsons to vacate their log cabin, Charles and Caroline and their three girls stayed for a few weeks with Henry and Polly Quiner. Lansford and Laura Ingalls had sold their Pepin County land and moved to a farm twelve miles to the north, in neighboring Pierce County. Peter and Eliza Ingalls had joined them there, buying land nearby. Martha and Charles Carpenter and their growing brood were also within visiting distance.


Restored to the little house where Mary and Laura were born, the Ingallses enjoyed a happy and prosperous summer, feasting off venison, fish netted from Lake Pepin, and bounty from a prodigious garden planted by the Gustafsons, full of potatoes, carrots, beets, turnips, onions, cabbage, pumpkin, and squash. They were well provided with domestic livestock, the foundation of subsistence farming. Charles bought a pig from Henry, his brother-in-law, and the family acquired a cow named Sukey, a black-and-white spotted puppy named Wolf, and a cat named Black Susan.


Readers of Wilder’s memoir will recognize this as the raw material out of which she crafted the cozy security of her first volume, Little House in the Big Woods, its attic packed with homemade cheeses and pumpkins, its barrels of salted meat, its horn of plenty. The girls created their own domestic havens in the yard, each choosing a tree where they kept their dolls and “housekeeping things,” cracked teacups and play dishes.71 “We were very warm and snug and happy in our little log house in the woods,” she recalled in her memoir.


A busy social life and the tiny travails of a girl just finding her way drive the narrative over the next couple of years. After titanic effort, Laura produced the first of a pair of mittens for Carrie and was ready to abandon the job. But her mother told her that a task, once started, must be completed. Long and arduous struggle produced another mitten, but satisfaction was short-lived: the puppy Wolf had in the meantime stolen its mate and ripped it to shreds under the bed.


At the age of four, Laura attended the “Barry Corner School,” intermittently, with her sister Mary and her uncle Henry’s older children. Taught by Anna Barry, daughter of one of Pepin’s town fathers and owner of its first flour mill, the school was less than half a mile from the Ingallses’ cabin. Visitors admired Miss Barry’s methods, praising the students’ “orderly and good spellings.”72 These were probably not Laura’s. She would joke all her life about her struggles with orthography.


She struggled, as well, with Mary. One day, her mother curled their hair specially before a visit by Aunt Lottie—Caroline Ingalls’s twelve-year-old half sister, Charlotte—and Laura was peeved that everyone exclaimed over Mary’s blond curls, ignoring her brown ones. Later that afternoon, the girls quarreled sharply, Mary telling her that golden curls were prettier. Laura slapped her. Their father saw the whole thing, and spanked Laura with a strap. Afterward, he took her on his knee and told her how he himself had been naughty as a boy, playing and forgetting to go for the cows until after dark. His father had “tanned my jacket,” Charles recalled.73


But on this occasion, Laura was not soothed, and the minute drama of sibling rivalry and juvenile injustice would be etched in her mind. Forever after, she would compare herself to Mary—the good, blond, better-behaved daughter—in a manner suggesting her own mixed feelings of inferiority and defiance. In all her later writing, she would cast herself as the naughty one, whose darker hair and skin typified a contrary character: Mary would call her out for being “tanned brown as an Indian,” for letting her sunbonnet hang down her back and her hair blow free.74 Years later, Wilder would revisit the original quarrel as a defining moment, one that set the sisters in competition and engendered her fierce dedication to fairness.75


Glimpses of historical events can be seen in offhand references in Wilder’s memoir, like blurry figures in the background of a photograph. A passage describing the family’s first autumn back in Wisconsin, for instance, recounts how “one day the sun was nearly hidden by smoke all day and when dark came the sky was reddened by fire. We stood in the door watching it and soon we could see fire run up to the tops of some trees on a hill and then the trees stood there burning like great candles.”76 What they may have seen—without realizing it—was the firestorm that broke out across Wisconsin on the night of the great Chicago fire.


The summer of 1871 had been extraordinarily hot and dry across the upper Midwest. Decades of intensive logging of northern Wisconsin and Michigan had left behind thousands of acres of slash: stumps and piles of dead, discarded bark and branches. Railroad workers compounded the problem by clearing rights-of-way and leaving piles of brush to be ignited by sparks from passing locomotives.


Massive clear-cutting alters climate abruptly. It halts transpiration—the process by which leaves release moisture into the atmosphere—and can change the very reflectivity of the earth’s surface. As shade vanishes, the ground absorbs heat and releases it back into the air. During the hot months of 1871, the wastelands left by logging exploded. Flames rose across the Midwest that summer, with Minnesota scorched by prairie fires. On October 8, 1871, came firestorms unprecedented in their ferocity.


Several hundred miles to the east of where the Ingallses lived, along the shores of Green Bay, winds from the south driven by a low-pressure system whipped several smaller fires together across a sixty-mile front. The flames swept toward the logging town of Peshtigo, built along the river of the same name. Its roads were covered in sawdust, its sidewalks built out of boards. Buildings, factories, and roof shingles, as well as a key bridge leading out of town, were wooden. The whole town burned that night, along with virtually everyone in it. There were so few survivors that hardly anyone remained to account for the dead. The fire left only bricks, stones, and molten metal. Somewhere between 1,200 and 2,400 people died. One and a half million acres burned that night. The fire would have been visible from space, and certainly from Pepin County.


To the south, in a separate event, Chicago burned, killing several hundred. Because newspapers were slow to learn of the horrific number of casualties in Peshtigo, the “Great Chicago Fire” overshadowed the far worse conflagration in neighboring Wisconsin. The Peshtigo fire remains one of the largest forest fires in North American history, and the most deadly.


As with so many of the disasters that the Ingallses lived through, there was nothing natural about it. The Midwest fires were human-caused, and their consequences would spread across the globe. The Ingallses could not know it, but the smoke they saw that October presaged a looming economic crisis, one that spun discrete disasters into a planetary event.


Laura was innocently unaware of these problems. And while her novels would stress the rugged isolation and independence of her nuclear family, her memoir’s quotidian details reveal the closeness and interdependence of family and friends, geographically and emotionally. At Christmas their first year back, Peter and Eliza Ingalls came to visit with several of their children, Laura’s “double cousins.” Bedding down on the floor, the kids listened agog to Charles telling a thrilling story about their grandfather and a wild cat.


Fun-loving and endlessly engaging, Charles could always be relied upon to tell memorable stories. There were tales about bears, panthers, owls, and his own or his father’s naughtiness as a youngster. When they weren’t listening to him, his girls watched adoringly as he went about his day: making bullets, cleaning his gun, playing “Money Musk” and “The Red Heifer” on his fiddle, roughing up his hair and pretending to be a “mad dog.”


There was constant visiting back and forth. Charles and Caroline loaded the children into the wagon for a dance at their grandparents’ house, where the children met far-flung aunts and uncles. An even more elaborate affair took place at the house of their Irish neighbor, Thomas Huleatt, whose home was grandly known as “Summer Hill”: “Everyone was proud to be invited.”77


The whole family went to visit Aunt Martha and her brood. Laura played hard: at the schoolyard with Martha’s older children, she bit the thumb of a big boy who tried to wash her face in snow. Upstairs, the children were raising an unholy din until Laura heard her aunt tell her mother, “You go up Caroline and spank them all. I’ll go next time.”78


Laura remembered her fifth birthday, in 1872, fondly. Her mother baked her five tiny cakes, one for each year, and her father gave her a little man whittled from wood, a friend for her doll. Adding to the fun, he played “Pop Goes the Weasel” on his violin. “A penny for a spool of thread, / Another for a needle, / That’s the way the money goes—/ Pop! Goes the weasel.”


“Pop” is exactly how the money was going. Ominous signs had been building since the turn of the decade. The price of gold had collapsed a few years before, on Black Friday, September 24, 1869; by 1872, inflation had reached dangerous levels. The Chicago fire—which destroyed 17,500 buildings and left a hundred thousand people homeless—further burdened the economy.


Globalization was already a major factor. After serfdom was abolished in Russia in 1861, millions of peasants shifted from subsistence to a market economy, raising and exporting wheat to Britain and Europe.79 With so many other countries entering the export market—and the beginnings of technological mechanization enabling large-scale agricultural production—the market was flooded. “The price of wheat … tied the American West firmly into the world economy,” a historian notes.80


When demand for wheat slackened or its price fell, the railroads built to carry it began to run into trouble. They were already weakened by frenzied overinvestment: after the Civil War, subsidies had spurred investors to support the laying of tens of thousands of miles of new track, although the goods they would carry remained notional at best. Foreshadowing modern-day pork barrel projects, railways were being flung across clearly unprofitable areas: one desert crossing was characterized by a Bank of California official as “beginning nowhere and ending nowhere.”81 Highly leveraged, borrowing more than their revenues could supply, the great railroad corporations fudged their annual reports, hiding oceans of debt.82 By the fall of 1873, those debts were about to be called in.


Meanwhile, throughout that year, the Ingallses were scrambling again. In the spring, Charles and Caroline had borrowed two hundred and fifty dollars against the value of their land from a Pepin storeowner.83 Farmers commonly borrowed at that time of year to buy seed or farm equipment, always planning to pay back the money from the proceeds of the next crop. But that fall—at the very moment that the Panic of 1873 began busting railroads, toppling banks, and seizing up credit—the Ingallses sold their Wisconsin land yet again, accepting a thousand dollars for their property from a Scandinavian couple named Anderson.84 Perhaps they were struggling to pay back their debt; perhaps they simply received an offer too good to refuse. Perhaps Charles wanted to live near a railroad, where grain could be shipped to market; railways would not reach Pepin for over a decade.85


Years later, Wilder would attribute her father’s decision to the disappearance of game and his distaste for the crowds piling into Wisconsin. From 1860 to 1870, the state’s population had swelled from 775,881 to more than a million. Charles Ingalls never seemed to realize that his ambition for a profitable farm was irreconcilable with a love of untrammeled and unpopulated wilderness.


Whatever motivated them to sell a comfortable, established home with plowed fields and a productive garden, the decision appears in retrospect to have been yet another miscalculation, a leap into the unknown that would be repaid with disaster, heartbreak, and homelessness. This time, it was a cash deal; there was no mortgage. This time, there would be no going back to the little house in the Big Woods. The Ingallses were on their own, as the country and the world sank into a severe and seemingly interminable crisis. Like the financial crash that had propelled Charles’s father and his uncles out of New York State, this slump too would be called—at least until the next one—“the Great Depression.”




Chapter 3


[image: image]


Crying Hard Times


A Bad Dream


In February 1874, Charles Ingalls drove his family west across the frozen Mississippi into Minnesota. They stopped in a hotel in Lake City, on the other side of Lake Pepin. Venturing out, Charles returned with a present for Laura for her seventh birthday, a saddle-stitched book of illustrated poems for children called The Floweret: A Gift of Love.1


Doubtless he could ill afford it, but he was always open-handed and spontaneous, taking a lifelong joy in song and poetry, a gift he bestowed on all his children. The Floweret contained “Over the brook to Grandmamma’s,” as well as poems about little girls, playful dogs, cats, mice, butterflies, and hummingbirds.


Like the rail-splitting, self-taught lawyer who had recently occupied the White House, Charles may have been a poor farmer, but he was a thoughtful and literate man. There is an unmistakable gulf between his letters and the brief note that survives in his older brother Peter’s hand. In a brief postscript to a letter written by his wife, Eliza, in beautiful script, Peter struggled to put words on paper. “Eliza has ritten all the news,” he scratched out. “Crops are verry good our wheat is just heading out … I cant think of much to write.”2 Eldest of ten, Peter had doubtless been needed in the fields from a very young age.


Through natural inclination or superior instruction, Charles wrote fluently, in a fair hand, and the few examples that survive of his writing carry his humor and humanity. Like Caroline, he treasured books. Among his possessions was one of the most magnificent tomes of the day, The Polar and Tropical Worlds: A Description of Man and Nature by Dr. G. Hartwig, “the whole splendidly embellished with nearly TWO HUNDRED BEAUTIFUL ILLUSTRATIONS.” His daughter would call it “Pa’s big green book,” and it remains a fascinating compendium of nineteenth-century natural history, one that would enliven any blizzard-bound home. He also owned well-thumbed volumes of the Poetical Works of Oliver Goldsmith and The Vicar of Wakefield.3 His children would all grow up to become writers of one kind or another.


Charles’s family initially set out together with Peter, Eliza, and their offspring. Laura and the other children were suffering from what they called “scarlet fever.” The illness left Laura with terrible earaches, her complaints so piteous that Mary and the cousins, standing beside her, were “almost crying from sympathy.”4 Finally, Aunt Eliza recalled a folk remedy: stuff the ears with warm wool freshly shorn from a black sheep. Laura’s cousin Ella ran out, found a black sheep, pulled some wool off the struggling animal, and triumphantly produced the panacea.5


Leaving Peter and Eliza’s family behind—they would eventually settle near the Zumbro River, south of the Mississippi—Charles, Caroline, and the girls crossed Minnesota, camping next to creeks and sleeping in the wagon bed. The children would fall asleep hearing the horses munching their oats, “with just the thin wagon cover between their heads and ours.”6 One hundred and fifty miles west of the Mississippi they came to New Ulm, newly rebuilt after the battle of 1862. Laura watched the American flag snapping over a beer garden and tasted beer herself for the first time, finding it bitter. She saw “grassy mounds that Pa said were ruins of houses where Indians had killed the settlers.”7


West of New Ulm they entered Redwood County, source of the Dakota uprising, where Andrew Myrick’s mouth was stuffed with grass that hot August day twelve years earlier.8 Charles Ingalls found a quarter section of property in North Hero township, on Plum Creek, a tributary of the Cottonwood River. Paperwork on the land claim reveals the Ingallses settled there on May 24, 1874, moving into a dugout already on the property, a cavity scooped out of the creek’s banks.9


In June, Charles filed a preemption claim on 172 acres. To get title to the land, he would have to stay at least six months, establish a residence, and eventually pay $2.50 an acre—twice the price for ordinary public land under the Preemption Act, because this property was near the railroad.10 This time, unlike in Pepin, he would be able to ship his wheat to market.


The land was two miles north of a not-yet-incorporated town, then known as Walnut Station and later renamed Walnut Grove, for its black walnut trees. The town was platted, or mapped out, shortly after the family arrived. Sparsely settled before the Dakota uprising, it became even lonelier afterward: Lake Shetek, ten miles to the southwest, saw fifteen whites killed at “Slaughter Slough” in 1862. An early landmark in town was the “lookout pole” erected by American soldiers, shinnying up to search for Indians.11


In her memoir, Wilder recalled spending the first, fortunately mild winter in the dugout, “a funny little house” not much bigger than the wagon.12 As was customary, the roof had been crafted from a lattice of willow branches with strips of sod laid across the top. As the grass grew together, its thatch formed a relatively sturdy ceiling, but one that could be pierced by an errant ox wandering across the top.


Dugouts and “soddies,” their more elaborate cousins—freestanding houses built of sod squares stripped from the ground—were common across the treeless Great Plains during the “sod-house frontier” era, from the 1850s to the end of the century. They were cheap to build: in 1872, a Nebraska farmer itemized his costs as two dollars and seventy-eight and a half cents, mainly for lumber to build a door and a pipe to go through the roof.13 They offered crude climate control, staying warm in winter and cool in summer.


But they were also damp and dirty. Dugouts were prone to flooding in the spring, and despite fabric hung overhead, or whitewash or newspapers slapped up as makeshift wallpaper, soil and spiders drifted down upon the occupants. A frontier cook recalled frying pancakes under an umbrella. They were so cramped that families routinely carried bedding outside during the day, just to have space to turn around. One pioneer wife objected to living in a hole in the ground “like a prairie dog.”14


However primitive the accommodations, Plum Creek was a beautiful place. Along the creek bed, clear water meandered over a soft, silty bottom shaded by willows and plum thickets, perfect for wading. Tallgrass prairie spread to the horizon, waving with big bluestem and a riot of summer wildflowers: bergamot, butterfly weed, coreopsis, purple coneflower, black-eyed Susan. Butterflies, meadowlarks, and red-winged blackbirds flew among the grasses while badgers lay in their burrows. Beyond the east bank lay a vast flat tableland, the vista topped by a spectacular blue sky studded with distant white.


Laura and Mary were delighted with dugout living and had “wonderful times” playing in Plum Creek. They were proud of their new responsibilities: minding Carrie to make sure she didn’t fall in the water and watching for the family cow, brought back each afternoon by a herd boy after a day grazing on the prairie. Like many of the neighbors, he was Scandinavian. On the neighboring property lived a Norwegian couple: Eleck C. Nelson, the first settler in the township, and his wife, Olena, who would become good friends of the family.


Their father was busy plowing and digging a well next to the site where he planned to build a house. Charles Ingalls was once again chasing a wheat crop that, he hoped, would put him in the black. Wheat was selling high at the moment, $102 a bushel.15 As he had in Kansas, he was starting over, presumably laying out cash to buy seed and farm equipment.16 He raised only a small crop that first year, possibly sown by a former occupant.


During the summer of 1874, Charles and Caroline met with a dozen townsfolk to organize a Congregational society in town. They helped raise money to build Walnut Grove’s first house of worship, the Union Congregational Church of Christ, dedicated on December 20, 1874.17 The local newspaper proclaimed it “the only church of any pretentions between Sleepy Eye lake and the Pacific ocean.”18


Reverend Edwin H. Alden delivered the first sermon. He was thirty-eight, a soft-spoken, droopy-eyed graduate of Dartmouth who had been assigned by the American Home Missionary Society to establish churches in the godless reaches of Minnesota. He would become a familiar presence in the Ingallses’ lives, beloved especially by Caroline.


He may have secured the family’s affections that first winter by hosting the dedicatory celebration around a Christmas tree, the first the Ingalls girls had ever seen, decorated with candles, colored paper, and small bags of candy. Heaped around it were gifts the reverend helped distribute to the community: clothing, boots, dolls, sleds, and a barrel full of donated items sent from a wealthy eastern church. Laura had a fur collar bestowed on her, and was so awestruck by its soft magnificence she could barely speak.19


Charles and Caroline Ingalls demonstrated a lifelong fealty to the Congregationalists, perhaps reflecting family connections that predated Walnut Grove. The girls “loved to go to Sunday school,” memorizing Bible verses and borrowing books from the church library.20 That winter or the next, Charles delivered $26.15 to the treasurer, perhaps collected from members, and served as a church trustee, raising money for Alden’s salary.21 Wilder would recall that her father donated his own “boot money”—several dollars saved to replace footwear with holes in them—to buy a church bell.


But even as the Ingallses were finding a place for themselves in Walnut Grove society, there was trouble on the horizon. Ominously, two other men had previously filed claims on the same land, then relinquished it.22 Neither one had “proved up” by completing the process and paying for the claim. Whether Charles knew it or not, the previous owners may have had good reason to leave the bucolic Plum Creek property.


In June 1873, a year before the Ingallses arrived, a mystifying cloud had darkened the clear sky of southwest Minnesota on “one of the finest days of the year.”23 Like a demonic visitation, it was flickering red, with silver edges, and appeared to be alive, arriving “at racehorse speed.” Settlers were terrified to realize that it was composed of locusts, swarming grasshoppers that settled a foot thick over farms, breaking trees and shrubs under their weight. They sounded, according to one unnerved observer, like “thousands of scissors cutting and snipping.”24 A young Minnesota boy was in school with his brother when they heard the locusts coming, around two o’clock in the afternoon. As they started for home, cringing under a hail of falling insects, the boys had to “hold our hands over our faces to keep them from hitting us in our eyes.”25
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