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When the global pandemic took hold at the beginning of 2020, we reacted as most people did: washing our hands incessantly, scouring the aisles for antibacterial wipes and toilet paper, eating and cocktailing our way to comfort, and plopping ourselves in front of the TV for mind-numbing entertainment. Thank goodness for streaming episodes of Little House on the Prairie! Not long after we became reacquainted with our pioneer friends and the show’s heartfelt themes, we realized the wisdom gleaned from the story lines was timeless enough to apply to the circumstances we found ourselves in, and we dove eagerly into all nine seasons and later the entire book series. Stepping back in time to revisit the Little House community was sheer delight. We had such fond memories of both the books and the television series, which were a big part of our childhoods. (Susie may have even had a prairie-style sleeping cap of her own, and Angie’s braided pigtails looked suspiciously similar to Half Pint’s.)


We were really looking forward to diving into the kitschy bliss that was 1970s and ’80s television: corny life lessons, teary drama, and Michael Landon’s bare, sweaty chest. But rereading the books also brought back our appreciation of their enduring tales of life as a struggling pioneer in the 1800s; we fell in love with little Laura and the entire family all over again.


Although our modern life seems so removed from what was portrayed through Laura’s words or a Hollywood camera lens, the desire to live a life of happiness, community, fulfillment, and purpose is something we as a people have always strived for.


Contrary to the prime-time episodes’ dramas, which were usually tied up with a nice burlap bow, real life as a pioneer was a constant struggle and anything but easy. As we were heading into a harsh Minneapolis winter during our modern-day plague, we would often meet to write in the well-ventilated safety of Susie’s screened porch (which was probably at least twenty degrees warmer than Pa’s town building on a balmy winter’s day in De Smet, South Dakota), shivering away as we revisited the prairie. And yes, we sometimes complained about the cold, but considering what our counterparts went through in the Ingalls family’s time—not to mention what some of our contemporaries were experiencing on the front lines of the pandemic—it was a huge reality check.


As difficult as it was to adjust to the “new normal,” both in coworking and in living life in general, there was a sort of strange magic to that time that helped us better embody the spirit of the Ingalls family. And it wasn’t just us; since the recession of 2007, the desire to live more minimally and simply seemed to be a rising trend that COVID-19 just brought that much closer to home.


Even with our modern conveniences, and perhaps because of them, we collectively yearn for some pioneer simplicity. How a hot meal with the family (blood kin or chosen) around the table was eaten with appreciation and reverence. The way children were overjoyed when given a pair of handmade mittens or a single piece of candy. How everyone knew their neighbors, and they could typically be depended on for a hand and a smile. How the idea of limited choices or options can sometimes feel easier, and putting in a hard day’s work to simply fall into bed when the sun goes down seems like an uncomplicated relief.


We’re a couple of realistic gals, and we’re pretty darn grateful for our own modern conveniences. (Thank goodness for online streaming, modern medicine, and coffee around every corner!) We don’t want to give them up or feel bad for using and enjoying them. But why can’t we have it all? Or strive to, at least. How do we take the simple ideals and down-to-earth sensibilities of Little House on the Prairie and sprinkle a little of that Pa Ingalls wisdom and wit into our contemporary lives? That was our goal with this book. To enhance your experience, we encourage self-reflection throughout the chapters, so we recommend keeping a journal or notebook handy as you read.


It must be said that many moments in both the Little House books and show demonstrated how much we needed to grow and expand as a people; we still have a long way to go, but thankfully, outlooks on diversity, inclusion, and respect for women have improved since then and hopefully continue to progress. We have tried to expand on this and hope that’s clear in the examples we have given throughout the book. We can’t erase history, and we believe it’s important not to; that’s how we learn and grow. We can always do better, and we hope our little book inspires you to do so in all the areas of your life.


We also hope it motivates you to think and try new things and provides you with the peace of a little more simplicity, a feeling of purpose, and the sweet and happy vibe that’s so often felt in Little House on the Prairie.
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INTRODUCTION
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Picture this: In the middle of an economic downturn, people lose their traditional jobs and find themselves immersed in the fickle gig economy; home cooking and baking are mainstays in meal preparation; families make difficult choices about how they’re going to spend the little money they have; a pandemic spreads across the nation; clever resourcefulness takes a front-row seat and people tackle DIYs with newfound aplomb; mental illness and addiction affect large numbers of vulnerable people; individuals find comfort and love in unconventional family structures; environmental disasters destroy lives, homes, and businesses; people seek ways to live sustainably; people of color experience racism at the hands of law enforcement; protests and unrest mount in the face of increasing inequity; bullying and mobbing ruin lives and social standing; arts, crafts, and creative games become more prominent as people spend more time at home; women seek independence and speak out against sexism and discrimination despite facing backlash; and individuals struggle with toxic relationships. Phew!


Sounds like a pretty accurate description of what we’ve been collectively living through, right? Well, hold your horses, folks, because these challenges are also straight out of the book series and cult classic television show Little House on the Prairie, which depicted life on the 1800s American frontier and starred the Ingalls family living in the newly settled Midwest.


Our new normal is forcing many of us to become twenty-first-century pioneers. With our increasingly complicated lives, we find ourselves comforted by the basics and determined to learn new skills either by choice or necessity.
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I AM BEGINNING TO LEARN THAT IT IS THE SWEET, SIMPLE THINGS OF LIFE WHICH ARE THE REAL ONES AFTER ALL.


—LAURA INGALLS WILDER
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As young Gen X kids, we devoured the biographical series of books that began with Little House in the Big Woods (still popular among youngsters today) and were hooked on the television series that made those stories and so much more come to life. Entire families sat in their living rooms or wood-paneled basements, shacking up with the Ingalls family every Monday or Wednesday night for almost ten years in the 1970s and ’80s. We worried when Pa’s crops got destroyed in a hailstorm, cried (and had nightmares!) when Mary went blind, cheered when Laura punched that bratty Nellie Oleson, and felt the warm fuzzy glow as the family loved one another fiercely through it all.


As we grew into latchkey teens, we spent many afternoons alone in front of television reruns, and over time, we started to feel like part of the small screen families with which we shared our homes. Although both real and imagined pioneer life were fraught with trials and tribulations—one failed crop could cause the devastating loss of income for an entire year—Little House on the Prairie was a feel-good favorite that comforted us, made us laugh, and showed us that we could stand up to that playground bully or survive a parent losing a job and that “doing unto others” really was the golden rule.


Humans tend to look back at older times with longing and a belief that life in the past was simpler and easier to deal with, when in reality, it was as complicated as our own. The show’s perfect formula, where a challenge is introduced, dealt with, and generally all tied up with a heartfelt lesson in an hour’s time, has never been close to reality either, of course. But the lessons on coping, creativity, and resourcefulness from the show and the books can help us navigate today’s world with determination, perseverance, humility, and gratitude. The Ingalls family members are the perfect reminders of what’s most important: love, family, community, and integrity. And apple fritters. Eat the apple fritters.


In the pages of Little House Life Hacks, we (a humor writer and a life coach) have gathered timeless gems of sage wisdom from the much-cherished book series first published in the 1930s and the show that originally ran from 1974 to 1983. The latter iconic series still lives on in syndication and through popular streaming providers—as well as in our hearts—and the former finds new fans in young bookworms every year.


Our Ingalls-inspired practical advice for home, work, and relationships includes lessons in preparation and resilience when best-laid plans are unexpectedly upheaved, doing the most with what you’ve got, tackling dreaded tasks with creativity and intention, and realizing that you actually have the power of choice in most of your daily doings. And as the world feels more harried and disconnected, we find ourselves wanting to reconnect with family, nature, and, ultimately, ourselves.


Our hope with this book is that, in addition to supplying a lovely nostalgia factor and a healthy dose of kitschy delight, we provide you with meaningful tidbits of inspiration for infusing more balance, wellness, and fun into the many aspects of your life. Seriously, who doesn’t need timeless tips for creating a more meaningful love life à la Ma and Pa Ingalls? Who better to demonstrate how to manage an overwhelming workload in the face of stormy weather than Pa Ingalls? Who couldn’t use fresh angles for maneuvering Nellie Oleson–style relationships while keeping your cool, maintaining integrity, and not stress-eating an entire sleeve of Thin Mints?


Like the pioneers experienced, life often throws a raging river in our path that threatens to slow us down or change our course, but armed with wisdom, tenacity, and a strong will, we can get through it and are often pleasantly surprised at the newfound opportunities that the obstacle has opened for us.


So tie on your bonnets, pull up your boots, and hop into our covered wagon. Let’s stake our claim on some Little House life hacks.
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BUT THE REAL THINGS HAVEN’T CHANGED. IT IS STILL BEST TO BE HONEST AND TRUTHFUL; TO MAKE THE MOST OF WHAT WE HAVE; TO BE HAPPY WITH SIMPLE PLEASURES AND TO BE CHEERFUL AND HAVE COURAGE WHEN THINGS GO WRONG.


—LAURA INGALLS WILDER
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MEET THE INGALLS FAMILY AND NEIGHBORS
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YOU’RE NEVER ALONE, HALF PINT, NOT EVER.


—PA INGALLS


SEASON 8 • EPISODE 17 • “DAYS OF SUNSHINE, DAYS OF SHADOW, PART 1”
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Laura Ingalls Wilder wrote her books based on and around the events and people of her real life. The television series remained true to the main characters of Laura’s family, but it took plenty of liberties with friends and townspeople. Although we’ve delved into both the books and the show for inspiration, many of our references to specific people are taken from our prime-time pals. For those of you who didn’t sit down in front of the TV every Monday night from 1974 to 1983 for your weekly Little House fix, don’t remember much about the characters, or simply don’t have a clue about the show, don’t you fret! Like your favorite wagon, we’ve got you covered. We couldn’t possibly name every character that showed up in the book series or all nine seasons (wait, there were nine seasons?) of the show, but here we list the ones that are most mentioned in this book.


Charles (Pa) Ingalls: Pa was the glue that held the Little House together. He was the ultimate example of a hardworkin’ man who pushed through obstacles with a twinkle and a tear in his eye. It would seem the weirdly frequent sight of his naked torso on television contributed to his stellar work ethic—you may or may not want to try this technique at home.


As a father to his ever-growing family, he always had enough love and time to give. As a husband, he was ever attentive and often willing to put aside his manly pride to help his wife, Caroline, around the house. Charles tended to see the best in everyone, so you couldn’t have asked for a better friend. He did whatever he could to provide for his family and was never too proud to find work where he could when there was no grain to harvest or lumber to saw at the mill. Chock-full of wisdom and integrity, Pa had a can-do attitude and love of family and community that were the gold standard in Walnut Grove. More than likely, men of the 1970s and ’80s both loathed and respected him; his was a hard act to follow.


Caroline (Ma) Ingalls: Ma Ingalls was a complicated woman. As the show began, she seemed a bit cold and strict, but as time went on, she softened and became the Ma we knew and loved. Pa couldn’t have worked half his magic without Ma behind the scenes sewing clothing, frying chicken, scrubbing floors, and making sure everyone did their chores. She may have lived in a time when women had certain boundaries and were seen as the “weaker sex,” but that never stopped her from getting out there and plowing the field, telling off Mrs. Oleson, and even schooling Charles a time or two. When times were lean, she got a job outside the home, in addition to all that she was doing there. Of course, Ma was also the quintessential cook and baker; Pa couldn’t get enough of her apple fritters, and she could crack an egg one-handed without getting one bit of shell in the bowl. Despite the piety and petticoats, she was a fierce suffragette. She led the town’s wives in a women’s rights strike. Ma had the perfect combination of sweetness and strength that any modern woman can admire.


Mary Ingalls: The eldest of the Ingalls brood, do-gooder Mary never met a rule she couldn’t follow. She loved nothing more than to read a good book and study hard for her straight As. She was a good big sister and always had Laura’s back. Sadly, at age fifteen, she started having vision trouble, and before long, she woke up blind, terrifying young fans of the show. Mary learned to thrive despite this unfortunate event, and although we never learned of a husband in the book series (in fact, the real Mary never married), on the show, she opened a school for the blind with her husband, Adam. She and Adam lived through hard times, losing one child to miscarriage and another in a fire.


Laura (Half Pint) Ingalls: Laura Ingalls was curious, bold, and caring; she was the friend you always wanted in grade school. She was a sassy, justice-seeking tomboy who would rather go fishing than learn the traditional role of the good pioneer wife. She stood up for her friends and herself against that “mean ol’ Nellie Oleson.” She loved to exercise her independence, but always with the best of intentions, a kind heart, and a sense of wonder. She grew up to become a teacher, and married the man of her dreams, Almanzo (Manly) Wilder, whom she had a crush on since childhood in the show. In the books, he was the one who had to work his way into her heart! As was common in the pioneer era, Laura and Manly dealt with hard times, sickness, and death in their family. All the while, Laura kept her spark.


Carrie Ingalls: When the series began, Carrie was the youngest Ingalls sibling. Always looking up to her older sisters, she often felt left out of the “big girl” activities. Most of the show’s fans were thankful when she finally graduated from baby babble and stopped talking with food in her mouth.


Albert (Quinn) Ingalls: Once an orphaned rapscallion living by his wits, Albert met the Ingalls family during their short-lived stint in the bustling fictitious town of Winoka, Minnesota. Despite his wily ways, he stole their hearts and eventually returned to Walnut Grove with the family to become their adopted son. Albert was not a part of the real Ingalls family, but with his big brown eyes and penchant for drug-induced drama in the latter years, we’re so glad he was added into the show!


Additional Ingalls children: The family ultimately expanded to include the birth of Grace and, only on the show, the adoptions of later siblings Cassandra and James, who lost their parents in a runaway wagon accident (like you do). There usually was plenty of rabbit stew to go around.
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MEET THE NEIGHBORS
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LAURA THOUGHT OF MA’S SAYING,


“IT TAKES ALL KINDS OF PEOPLE TO MAKE A WORLD.”


—LAURA INGALLS


LITTLE TOWN ON THE PRAIRIE
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Isaiah Edwards: Charles’s longtime friend Isaiah was a diamond in the rough who won over the community with his good heart, helpful spirit, and a never-ending chorus of “Old Dan Tucker.” Described as “tall and skinny,” readers were introduced to him in Little House in the Big Woods. On the television series, a burlier Isaiah found love in moonshine and postmistress Grace Snider. They got married and adopted orphaned siblings John Jr., Carl, and Alicia.


Nels and Harriet Oleson: In On the Banks of Plum Creek, William and Margaret Owens were the owners of the local mercantile and had children Nellie and Willie. Although the long-suffering television version of Nels was a down-to-earth fellow, he married snooty wannabe socialite Harriet, and together they raised a couple of ungrateful kids who didn’t appreciate the value of a dollar.


Nellie Oleson: The ultimate mean girl of the series, Nellie was a character we all loved to hate and was actually a combination of a few different girls in the real Laura Ingalls’s life. Nellie’s bullying typically backfired on her, which pleased Laura (and us) to no end. Eventually, she met her match (and her love) in restaurant consultant Percival. They settled down in New York and had a family of their own.


Willie Oleson: As Nellie’s younger brother and sidekick, Willie could usually be found in the outhouse or causing some sort of trouble. (The real Willie wasn’t mentioned much in the book, so we don’t know about his bathroom habits.) The youngest Oleson’s behavior often resulted in standing in the schoolroom corner or staying after class to clean the chalkboards.


Nancy Oleson: After Nellie married and moved away, Harriet found herself lost without a miserable daughter to spoil. Enter Nancy Oleson, the spitting image of Nellie in both look and demeanor. As predicted, no one in town rejoiced in this addition to the Oleson family—and luckily for the real Oleson family, there was no IRL Nancy.


Doc Baker: On the show, Hiram Baker was the go-to medical professional. He was also a trained veterinarian treating both the humans and the animals of Walnut Grove with loving care, pliers in hand.


Reverend Alden: TV Walnut Grove’s spiritual leader and voice of reason. The reverend was approachable and open-minded, and always had words of wisdom to share. The good reverend showed up on and off in the books, but the show gave him meatier story lines.


Miss Beadle: The first teacher we meet in prime-time Walnut Grove, the beloved Miss Beadle brought the love of education to the children, as well as the sweet smell of lemon verbena perfume. 


Miss Eliza Jane Wilder: The subsequent teacher, Miss Wilder (a.k.a. Manly’s older sister), was stricter than Miss Beadle and probably smelled like sour pickles.


The Garveys: Jonathan and Alice Garvey joined Walnut Grove midway through the show’s run and immediately became BFFs with the Ingalls family. They shared the same work ethic, love of family, and high moral standards. Their son, Andy, was fast pals with Albert, and shenanigans ensued.
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CHAPTER 1


HACK YOUR FAMILY LIFE
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Because Problems Aren’t Always Solved in an Hour
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HOME IS THE NICEST WORD THERE IS.


—LAURA INGALLS


SEASON 1 • EPISODE 1 • “A HARVEST OF FRIENDS”
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It’s comforting to imagine that all families could be as happy and stable as the Ingalls family; they seemed to get along peachy as pie. Well… unless you noticed how mad Caroline became when Charles had to leave home yet again to find work and didn’t check in with her to see how she was feeling about it. Or how Laura and Mary frequently annoyed each other. Or how jealous Laura felt when Albert came to live with them and took Pa’s attention away from her. Or how Albert got involved with the wrong crowd and returned home addicted to drugs. As with all families, there were a few pits in the peachy pie.


There were three marriages between the real Ingalls and Quiner families within a few years: Polly Ingalls married Henry Quiner in 1859, Charles Ingalls married Caroline Quiner in 1860, and Peter Ingalls married Eliza Quiner in 1861.


Just as ours do, families in Walnut Grove had their share of troubles. Some of them were unique to their time and place in history, but others came with lessons we all hope to learn: to accept one another, warts and all, to expand our ideas of what makes a family, to talk and listen to one another, to prioritize time together, to stay connected while living apart, and to try like hell to figure out parenting.


Let’s just admit that we were slightly relieved to see even the happiest of Little House families deal with difficult circumstances in the books and on the TV show, just like we did. And like us, they didn’t always handle things perfectly—even in the sugarcoated world of fiction. Still, we can learn a thing or two from our favorite frontier families.





Hack #1:


ACCEPT YOUR FAMILY FOR WHO THEY ARE
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When Your Family Gets Your Goat




LAURA: Mary, if I tell you something bad, will you tell Pa?


MARY: Yes.


LAURA: Oh. Good night, then. —Season 3 • Episode 19 • “THE MUSIC BOX”





Remember feeling the tension when Isaiah Edwards gave his son that shotgun, knowing full well that the only thing John Jr. wanted to shoot was the breeze? Isaiah assumed that because he loved hunting and farming, his son needed to as well. John Jr. was a prolific reader and writer, and we eventually learned that Isaiah couldn’t read at all. His son was a constant reminder of this, and it made Isaiah feel ashamed. It took a darn bear to maul some sense into Isaiah, but luckily, he came around.


In another episode, Nels Oleson was mortified when his estranged sister showed up in town as the “Fat Lady” of the traveling circus. He’d always been ashamed of her, but after growing and maturing, he’d become more ashamed of himself and the way he was still treating her. Nels’s embarrassment reflected his self-esteem, not hers. And until he realized his mistake, Nels was more worried about himself being the victim of bullying and teasing than his sister.


Victor French, the actor who portrayed the scruffy-but-lovable Isaiah Edwards, was a jokester right up until his death in 1989. No one was surprised when he left the humorous message “Eat Shit. Love, Victor” on a banner flying behind an airplane that flew over his funeral service.


Have you ever looked around your family table at Thanksgiving and thought, Some of these people are seriously full of applesauce? Everybody’s got at least one relative (or three) with whom they don’t connect. Next time, try this: Accept that your family members are who they are, and move on. Just let that sink in for a moment. Okay. You can breathe now and get on with your life.


If you’re dreading a visit with a relative because disagreement is brewin’ below the surface, hop on the phone ahead of time to discuss the tricky topic. If it feels extra tricky, send an email or text before the call to give them a heads-up. This proactive conversation may keep resentments from further accumulating and blowing up during your upcoming time together, which could also affect other family and friends during the visit.


It’s tempting to wish you could create an entire family unit in which everyone thought, felt, and did things exactly as you do, but what fun would that be? How would you learn the valuable lessons of acceptance, patience, and communication? How could you possibly be better prepared for future relationships that force you to deal with wildly differing political views, raised toilet seats, and excessively loud food-chewing?


Petty—and not-so-petty—annoyances are part of family life. The reality is, people can’t live together day in and day out without getting on one another’s nerves sometimes. And even those relatives we only see a few times a year can drive us batty.


Remember when Almanzo’s sister Eliza Jane came into town to help a very pregnant Laura after Manly’s crippling stroke? Laura was irritated with the way she overly pampered her brother, ignoring Laura’s wishes to take care of Almanzo herself. She might have accepted the help more willingly if Eliza Jane had encouraged him to become more independent, as Laura was trying to do. Still, Laura couldn’t change the fact that her sister-in-law was family, even if she did drive her panta-loony; Eliza Jane only wanted to help. Ah, the trouble with in-laws. Sometimes you just have to bite your tongue and move on. (That, of course, doesn’t mean you accept abusive or overly intrusive behavior. Boundaries aren’t just for maps.)


If you dig deep, you eventually uncover the foundation of what causes most of your issues: expectations someone else should fulfill so that we feel more comfortable. This realization often brings up insecurities we’d rather not address. But if you acknowledge and accept this of yourself and receive others as they are, you can begin to let go of your angst and simply enjoy being around them.


When you expect someone to be just like you, you miss out on the incredible things you can learn from their unique qualities. Your family members may not always share your beliefs or values, but trying to change them would probably be as successful as them trying to change you.


Okay, maybe Laura needed to more quickly conclude that Fred the goat was too unique to become a permanent part of the Ingalls family. After all, he did have a terrible drinking problem and probably would have eaten Pa’s work shirts.


Unpack the Hack


Think of a family member who gets under your skin. Write down the specific ways they do and any topics that spark arguments. Then make a list of subjects upon which you agree, even if they’re as simple as building birdhouses or getting sucked into the latest crime drama. That list is hopefully longer than the cons, but even if it isn’t, now you’re armed with a selection of conversation starters that draw on your similarities. If the relative veers into argument territory at a family function, politely excuse yourself to talk to someone else—or go into the bathroom and scream into a hand towel.





Hack #2:


EXPAND YOUR IDEA OF FAMILY
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Put Out the Welcome Mat
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OH, MR. EDWARDS, THANK YOU, THANK YOU FOR GOING ALL THE WAY TO INDEPENDENCE TO FIND SANTA CLAUS FOR US! 


—LAURA INGALLS


LITTLE HOUSE ON THE PRAIRIE
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Family doesn’t have to be connected by DNA; in fact, we may feel more kinship with blended or some non-blood relationships, thinking of them as “chosen family.” Heck, with the number of adoptions alone that took place in the fictional Walnut Grove, the message was loud and clear: Families are what we make them.


To combat the problem of thousands of children living in the streets in the mid-1850s, orphans were placed on “orphan trains” and brought to towns where pioneer families were settling. Although Charles Loring Brace started the movement with good intentions, the children were often adopted only to serve as farmhands and experienced abuse. By the early 1900s, the Orphan Train Movement was over.


Family trees used to have multiple branches, and it seemed like everyone had several siblings and at least a baker’s dozen of cousins. More recently, U.S. birth rates have declined. Adults are waiting much longer to have kids if they have them at all. As blood families become smaller, chosen ones expand with friends, coworkers, neighbors, and pets.




Charles and Caroline often complained that their tiny house was overcrowded with their growing family, so… they went ahead and adopted more kids. During its nine-season run, the show’s revolving door of adoptions was admirable but almost comical.




[image: image] The Ingalls family adopted Albert, rescuing him from a life as an artful dodger and all-around hooligan on the streets of Winoka.


[image: image] James and Cassandra found refuge, a new last name, and regular servings of apple fritters with the Ingalls family after their parents died in a tragic covered-wagon rollover.


[image: image] Jenny landed in Uncle Almanzo and Auntie Laura’s home after her father, Royal (Manly’s brother), met his maker.


[image: image] John Jr., Alicia, and Carl’s mother died after a struggle with cancer, leaving the children in the permanent care of flannel-clad Isaiah Edwards and his wife, Grace.


[image: image] In season 9 (wait, there was a ninth season?), Isaiah flexed his fatherly muscles again and adopted young Matthew Rogers from the traveling snake-oil salesman’s sideshow.


[image: image] Who could forget Nancy? The Olesons adopted this Nellie clone after the original grew up, got nice, and moved to New York with her husband and twins.
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Most of us are born into our families, and like a Whitman’s Sampler box, it’s not necessarily filled with our favorite sweets. Sometimes a certain nut variety doesn’t settle very well with us, or we wish we had a different selection. Why not choose your own? Friends can become so close that it only seems natural to make them a part of your family.


You could even say the Ingalls family more or less adopted Isaiah Edwards. Before moving to Walnut Grove, he was a troubled drifter who had lost his wife and daughter to a deadly illness. It wasn’t long before he became more like a brother to Charles and a loving uncle to the children.


Sometimes art imitates life. Actors Melissa Gilbert (Laura Ingalls) and her real-life brother, Jonathan Gilbert (Willie Oleson), were both adopted. Brothers Patrick and Matthew Labyorteaux, who played Andrew Garvey and Albert Ingalls, were also adoptees.


As our world grows, so do our perceptions of what a family looks like. In pioneer days, most families (whether real or imagined) consisted of a ma and a pa, and if they were lucky, some surviving children. As people have come to feel more open about how they identify and whom they love, the look of a modern family has become as varied as that box of chocolates. Granted, a family with two moms or dads may have seemed strange to our favorite Plum Creek community back then, but we’d like to think the Ingalls family would have shrugged and set up another blanket next to them at the Sunday afternoon picnic. Everyone was welcome at their table.


When you lift the blinds and put out the welcome mat, you not only open your home to people who need love, you receive just as much from them. Pass the chocolates!


Unpack the Hack


Think about the friends and neighbors with whom you feel especially close, and invite them for coffee, a meal, or a fun outing. If it feels appropriate, let them know you feel like they’re part of your family. This can create a meaningful connection, especially if the person is estranged from or doesn’t have nearby blood relatives of their own.
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Hack #3:


CREATE RITUALS AND CELEBRATIONS
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Set the Family Table
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SPECIAL DISHES AREN’T FOR SPECIAL TIMES, THEY’RE FOR SPECIAL PEOPLE.


—CAROLINE INGALLS


SEASON 2 • EPISODE 19 • “FOR MY LADY”
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On the prairie, family celebrations were as elaborate as their pocketbooks would allow. Nellie might have received yet another expensive French doll as a birthday gift, while the Ingalls girls would have been over the moon with a homemade dress or a fancy bonnet. Remember when each of the Ingalls girls was ecstatic over getting an orange in their Christmas stocking?


A fan-favorite episode was season 1’s “Christmas at Plum Creek.” Who wouldn’t get the warm fuzzies watching family members work so hard to find one another the perfect gift for their first Christmas in their tiny house? Ma, clearly a saint, took the high road and let Mary claim the idea for Pa’s gift, quickly hiding her identical hand-sewn shirt. Ma received a fancy seven-dollar stove, and the whole family was mesmerized by the simple tinfoil tree star that Carrie had managed to haggle Nels Oleson down on from five cents to a penny.


What was most wonderful wasn’t the humble gifts or the crafty ways they came up with them; it was the obvious love and togetherness they shared. Especially after the long struggle they experienced building their new life, in the books and on the show, the Ingalls family knew that time spent together was the most perfect gift of all. (Cue the “awwws.”)


Rituals and celebrations bring home the value of family and help you appreciate being a part of one. If you have kids, you know how difficult even a simple meal together can be. Busy after-school activities have families eating in the car while driving back and forth from practices and games. Making time for each other can be tough for young couples as well, with crazy work schedules, social commitments, and deadlines. But even during harvest season, the Ingalls family made time for some meals together. Pa may not have smelled daisy-fresh for every sit-down, but the family knew that his stink meant money, so they welcomed it.
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THAT WAS SUCH A HAPPY SUPPER THAT LAURA NEVER WANTED IT TO END.


—LAURA INGALLS WILDER


THE LONG WINTER
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Spend the ritual of mealtime sitting down and turning off the TV, even if your favorite episode of Little House is on. This invites conversation and connection that are vital to family, couple, or even roommate bonding. At a minimum, put aside one sacred night a week on the calendar to do so––this togetherness effort can make all the difference. Whether you’re concocting a six-course meal complete with homemade biscuits or you’re ordering pizza, carving time out of your busy life to enjoy a meal together reminds everyone that family is a priority, and it helps you make lifelong memories. Don’t forget to occasionally include friends and other special people that make up your “family.” And remember not to overthink your home clutter and simple meal offerings. It’s the togetherness that makes anything a five-star feast.


“Friendsgiving” was coined in 2007. It is celebrated around the U.S. Thanksgiving holiday and is used to celebrate gratitude and share meal festivities with friends. For some, it’s an addendum to their Thanksgiving Day celebration with family. Others choose to make Friendsgiving their featured holiday and skip the family gathering.


Anyone visiting the Ingalls family’s home for such a shindig most likely would have been treated to some of Caroline’s apple fritters and most definitely would have boogied down to some of Charles’s fiddle music.




That afternoon the finished black cashmere was carefully pressed, and then Ma made a big, white cake. Laura helped her by beating the egg whites on a platter with a fork until Ma said they were stiff enough.


“My arm is stiffer,” Laura ruefully laughed, rubbing her aching right arm.


“This cake must be just right,” Ma insisted. “If you can’t have a wedding party, at least you shall have a wedding dinner at home, and a wedding cake.”


—Laura Ingalls Wilder, These Happy Golden Years
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