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Introduction to the Picador Edition

THE AMERICAN MYTH (or dream, your choice) has always been about ‘lighting out for the territory,’ and in almost every family there are stories about how ancestors ended up in, say, Casper, Wyoming, or Vallejo, California. I can relate, because my great-grandfather took my great-grandmother (an immigrant from Norway) to Idaho, where he started newspapers in small towns that advocated for what we would now call ‘liberal’ principles. Once my grandmother Ethel had graduated from an Idaho teachers’ college, she met my grandfather David, who had been sent to oversee a ranch that his mother had bought as a way of getting his badly behaved older brother out of Missouri. The ranch had its ups and downs, but Ethel loved it and David made something of a success of it. And then the older brother lost it in a poker game, and that was that. Two years later, they were back in the St. Louis area, and David was working in a tanning factory.

Jonathan Raban’s Bad Land explores the period, about 110 years ago, when all kinds of people from the East – city dwellers, immigrants, younger brothers, newly married couples – ended up in eastern Montana, convinced that their pastoral idyll was about to come true, thanks to the Milwaukee Railroad, whose president, Alfred J. Earling, wanted to gain access to the Northwest by expanding the railroad (one of the towns Raban explores, Ismay, is named after the daughters, Isabel and May, of the railroad’s general counsel, George R. Peck).

Many of the ‘homesteaders’ Raban talks about in Bad Land can tell stories similar to that of my grandparents, but what is interesting about Raban’s exploration of the small towns of Ismay, Plevna, Baker, and others is how advertising by the railroads put them there. If you look at images of eastern Montana on Google Maps, it is evident that the landscape is sparse and rough, and the new settlers quickly discovered that the topsoil was only one inch thick in the best places, but Earling didn’t pay much attention to the actual landscape or ecosystem of the route he was building – toward the end of Bad Land, Raban writes of a particularly rough spot that the train line ran through, not far from Yellowstone: ‘But Earling sowed towns along this exposed and desolate reach of land at the same regular intervals as the towns he planted along O’Fallon Creek’ (p. 313). A friend of mine from Wyoming, who very much enjoyed Raban’s book, said, ‘My sense is that the Milwaukee Road was late to the game.’ Perhaps Raban, who was born in Norfolk, England (maybe the most different imaginable landscape from eastern Montana) wrote this book because he was amazed that anyone could believe what the railroad was asserting in its advertising pamphlets that eastern Montana was a form of paradise, and that anyone who bought ‘a section’ (a square mile, 640 acres) would live long and prosper.

According to his obituary in The Guardian (Jan. 18, 2023), Raban didn’t want to be called ‘a travel writer.’ Judging from Bad Land, his pleasure is not in looking around but in experiencing what he finds as he explores, moment by moment, and understanding his experiences. Several of his books are more like memoirs – in Old Glory: A Voyage Down the Mississippi, he sets out in a small boat and heads down the Mississippi from St. Paul to New Orleans, or, in Hunting Mister Heartbreak: A Discovery of America, he goes from Liverpool to New York on a 900-foot cargo ship.

What interests him on his trip down the Mississippi is how what he sees in his thirties compares to what he had imagined as a ten-year-old. What interests him in Bad Land is what caused the new settlers to fall for the idea that eastern Montana was a kind of paradise, then what drove them away, and after that, what those who remained had gained from their persistence.

All travel writers are explorers, but Raban stands out because he used his travel and his writing to explore himself as well as the world. In 2011, he wrote an article for The New York Times Magazine about driving his daughter from Seattle to Menlo Park in order to deliver her to Stanford. He and his daughter had already gone there by plane, a ninety-minute flight, but he wanted her to see what it meant for them to be so far apart: ‘I wanted to make palpable the mileage that will stretch between us come September and feel on my own pulse the physical geography of our separation.’

Raban was prolific – in addition to his nine travel books, he wrote nine plays, three novels, an analysis of his own career as a writer, and many essays (including a critique of a speech Margaret Thatcher gave in Scotland in 1988 that promoted a relationship between religion and politics). His last book, Father and Son, explores his experiences of recovering (as best he can) from a stroke he suffered in 2011 and how they compare and contrast with his father’s experiences in the trenches in World War II.

Another friend of mine who has taught Bad Land in his undergraduate history classes told me, ‘In the textbooks, homesteading always comes across as dry and academic. A few of my students who were having trouble grasping the concept read Bad Land and the feedback was overwhelmingly positive. The narrative and details really helped them to understand the topic and its continued relevance in today’s world.’

Jonathan Raban’s works are thoughtful and observant. The fact that he was a restless, curious writer with plenty of opinions and a strong willingness to learn is a benefit to his readers, because he simultaneously was able to capture what a place and a time period felt like (or would have felt like, when he was writing history) and to fit those feelings and observations into narratives that become histories, but contain more emotional material than most histories do (and I speak as someone who loves reading history). Bad Land opens up a little-known epoch in American history and reveals a lot about who we are and what issues our ancestors had to deal with, as well as ones that we still have to face. My friend from Wyoming did say, ‘One Western mortal sin – he referred to a sheep-herder as a “shepherd.”’ But I would say that that mortal sin is an explorer revealing who he is, as well as what he sees, and that is what Raban excelled at. My grandparents often told stories about their time on the ranch, as if they couldn’t forget what had happened and how it affected our family. For all of us who have those experiences and feelings, Raban is a fascinating example of how to explore.

Jane Smiley
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1

THE OPEN DOOR

BREASTING THE REGULAR swells of land, on a red dirt road as true as a line of longitude, the car was like a boat at sea. The ocean was hardly more solitary than this empty country, where in forty miles or so I hadn’t seen another vehicle. A warm westerly blew over the prairie, making waves, and when I wound down the window I heard it growl in the dry grass like surf. For gulls, there were killdeer plovers, crying out their name as they wheeled and skidded on the wind. Keel-dee-a! Keel-dee-a! The surface of the land was as busy as a rough sea – it broke in sandstone outcrops, low buttes, ragged bluffs, hollow combers of bleached clay, and was fissured with waterless creek beds, ash-white, littered with boulders. Brown cows nibbled at their shadows on the open range. In the bottomlands, where muddy rivers trickled through the cottonwoods, were fenced rectangles of irrigated green.

Corn? wheat? alfalfa? Though I grew up in farmland, asthma and hay-fever kept me at an allergic distance from crops and animals, and it was with the uninformed pleasure of the urban tourist that I watched this countryside unfold. I loved its dry, hillocky emptiness. Here were space and distance on a scale unimaginable to most city-dwellers. Here one might loaf and stretch and feel oneself expand to meet the enormous expanse of the surrounding land.

I stopped the car on the crest of a big swell and attacked a shrink-wrapped sandwich bought at a gas station several hours before. The smell of red dust, roasted, biscuity, mixed with the medicinal smell of the sagebrush that grew on the stony slopes of the buttes. I thought, I could spend all day just listening here – to the birds, the crooning wind, the urgent fiddling of the crickets.

The road ahead tapered to infinity, in stages. Hill led to hill led to hill, and at each summit the road abruptly shrank to half its width, then half its width again, until it became a hairline crack in the land, then a faint wobble in the haze, then nothing. From out of the nothing now came a speck. It disappeared. It resurfaced as a smudge, then as a fist-sized cloud. A while passed. Finally, on the nearest of the hilltops, a full-scale dust storm burst into view. The storm enveloped a low-slung pick-up truck, which slowed and came to a standstill beside the car, open window to open window.

‘Run out of gas?’

‘No –’ I waved the remains of the hideous sandwich. ‘Just having lunch.’

The driver wore a Stetson, once white, which in age had taken on the colour, and some of the texture, of a ripe Gorgonzola cheese. Behind his head, a big-calibre rifle was parked in a gun-rack. I asked the man if he was out hunting, for earlier in the morning I’d seen herds of pronghorn antelope; they had bounded away from the car on spindly legs, the white signal-flashes on their rumps telegraphing Danger! to the rest. But no, he was on his way into town to the store. Around here, men wore guns as part of their everyday uniform, packing Winchesters to match their broad-brimmed hats and high-heeled boots. While the women I had seen were dressed for the 1990s, nearly all the men appeared to have stepped off the set of a period Western.

‘Missed a big snake back there by the crick.’ He didn’t look at me as he spoke, but stared fixedly ahead, with the wrinkled long-distance gaze that solo yachtsmen, forever searching for a landfall, eventually acquire. ‘He was a beauty. I put him at six feet or better. I could have used the rattle off of that fellow . . .’

With a blunt-fingered hand the size of a dinner plate, he raked through the usual flotsam of business cards, receipts, spent ballpoints and candy wrappings that had collected in the fold between the windscreen and the dashboard. ‘Some of my roadkills,’ he said. Half a dozen snake rattles, like whelk shells, lay bunched in his palm.

‘Looks like you have a nice hobby there.’

‘It beats getting bit.’

He seemed in no particular hurry to be on his way, and so I told him where I came from and he told me where he came from. His folks had homesteaded about eight miles over in that direction – and he wagged his hatbrim southwards across a treeless vista of withered grass, pink shale and tufty sage. They’d lost their place back in the ‘Dirty Thirties’. Now he was on his wife’s folks’ old place, a dozen miles up the road; had eleven sections up there.

A section is a square mile. ‘That’s quite a chunk of Montana. What do you farm?’

‘Mostly cattle. We grow hay. And a section and a half is wheat, some years, when we get the moisture for it.’

‘And it pays?’

‘One year we make quite a profit, and the next year we go twice as deep as that in the hole. That’s about the way it goes, round here.’

We sat on for several minutes in an amiable silence punctuated by the cries of the killdeer and the faulty muffler of the pick-up. Then the man said, ‘Nice visiting with you,’ and eased forward. In the rear-view mirror I watched his storm of dust subside behind the brow of a hill.

In the nineteenth century, when ships under sail crossed paths in mid-ocean, they ‘spoke’ each other with signal flags; then, if sea conditions were right, they hove-to, lowered boats, and the two captains, each seated in his gig, would have a ‘gam’, exchanging news as they bobbed on the wavetops. In Moby Dick, Melville devoted a chapter to the custom, which was still alive and well on this oceanlike stretch of land. It was so empty that two strangers could feel they had a common bond simply because they were encircled by the same horizon.

IT HAD NOT ALWAYS been so empty here.

The few working ranches were now separated from their neighbours by miles and miles of rough, ribbed, ungoverned country, and each ranch made as self-important a showing on the landscape as a battlemented castle. First, there was the elaborately painted mailbox – representing a plough, a wagon team, a tractor, a well-hung Hereford bull – set at the entrance to a gravel drive. A little way beyond it stood a gallows, with twenty-five-foot posts supporting an arched crosspiece emblazoned with the names of two or three generations of family members, along with the heraldic devices of the family cattle brands: numbers and letters, rampant and couchant – in western-talk, ‘upright’ and ‘lazy’. In the far distance lay the ranch, its houses, barns and outbuildings screened by a shelter-belt of trees. Trees! Here, where almost no trees grew of their own accord except along the river bottoms, these domestic forests announced that their owners had water, agricultural know-how, and long occupancy of the land. You could arrive at an accurate estimate of a given family’s income, character and standing in Montana just by looking at their shelter-belt. Some were no more than a threadbare hedge of sickly cottonwoods, but one or two were as tall and dense and green as a bluebell wood in spring.

The families were so few, their farms so unexpected and commanding, that they mapped the land, stamping it with their names, much as England used to be mapped by its cathedral cities. Here, where a crew of surly heifers blocked the road beside the creek, was Garber country. A barred lazy A and upright T were burned into the hide of each animal – the family brand of the Garbers (‘Gene–Fernande–Warren–Bernie’) whose grand ranch-entrance I had passed eight or nine miles back. I honked, and was met by a unanimous stare of sorrowing resentment, as if I was trying to barge my way through an important cow-funeral.

A mile on, more cattle, bullocks this time, scarred with the same Bar-Lazy-A-T. New names fell at long slow intervals: Brown . . . Breen . . . Shumaker . . . Householder . . . Their estates were great, but bare and comfortless. It might be nice enough in June to look out from your window and know yourself to be the owner of all the dust, rock and parched grass you could see, and more – but how would it be in January at minus 25°? Then the sheer breadth and weight of the land would get to you. I thought, I’d rather settle for a more sociable berth, like being a lighthouse keeper.

For every surviving ranch, I passed a dozen ruined houses. The prairie was dotted about with wrecks. Their windows, empty of glass, were full of sky. Strips of ice-blue showed between their rafters. Some had lost their footing and tumbled into their cellars. All were buckled by the drifting tonnage of Montana’s winter snows, their joists and roofbeams warped into violin-curves. Skewed and splayed, the derelicts made up a distinctive local architecture.

It took me a while to see the little hilltop graveyards. I had mistaken them for cattle pens. Fenced with barbed wire and juniper posts, each held ten or twelve rotting wooden crosses, with, here and there, a professionally chiselled undertaker’s headstone. The names of the departed – Dietz . . . Hoglund . . . Grimshaw – didn’t match the names on the gallows of the working farms. Save for the odd empty jamjar, the individual graves were untended, but someone kept the fences up and the grass neatly cut. I supposed that for farmers here it came with the territory, the job of looking after the dead strangers on your land.

Once the eye grew accustomed to the dizzying sweep and chop of the prairie and began to focus on its details, the whole country presented itself as a graveyard, it was so strewn with relics of the dead: single fenceposts, trailing a few whiskers of wire – the body of a Studebaker, vintage circa 1940, stripped of its wheels and engine, on a sandy knoll – a harrow, deep in the grass, its tines rusting to air – on the tops of the buttes, small cairns of carefully piled stones. For as far as one could see the dead had left their stuff lying around, to dissolve back into nature in its own time, at its own pace. A civilization of sorts, its houses, cars, machinery, was fading rapidly off the land, and it wouldn’t be long now before its imprint was as faint as that of the Plains Indians’ teepee-rings or the shallow grooves worn by the single-file herds of buffalo.

I pulled up beside a wrecked house that stood close to the road, and, stepping high and cautiously for fear of six-foot rattlers, made my way through the remains of the garden, past the assorted auto parts, the stoved-in chicken coops, the tin bath with a hole in its bottom, the wringer, the bedstead, the Frigidaire with the missing door. Though its frame had started to corkscrew and its front wall bulged, the house was in better shape than most; a gabled two-storey cottage with a collapsed verandah that in its day must have been as proudly, prettily suburban as any farmhouse on the prairie.

Inside, I was met by a panic scurry of wings: swallows had built their wattle-and-daub nests at picture height on the parlour walls. Squealing shrilly, the birds fled through the windows. It looked as if the owners had quit the place as precipitately as the swallows. They’d left most of their furniture as it stood – to the mice, who’d nested in the sofa cushions, and the birds, who’d marbled the slip-covers with their droppings. A fly-swatter hung on its appointed nail. A foldaway ironing board stood open, inviting the thought that perhaps the family had left the house for the last time in their Sunday best.

In the room beyond, the walk-in closet was still full of clothes on wooden hangers. I reached for a dress, but the mildewed cotton came away in my hand like a fistful of spiderweb. In the bottom of the closet stood a pair of cowboy boots. All day I’d felt in urgent need of snakeboots, but these were a good size and a half on the large side for me, and their leather was so stiff and cracked that it felt fossilized.

Above each window in the house, the curtain rods had torn fringes of lace suspended from them. These genteel remnants shivered in the wind. Lace curtains on the prairie . . . Whoever had put them up had made a thorough job of her hemstitching. Though the curtains themselves had rotted and blown out long ago, their stubs looked as if they might yet survive several more years of gales and blizzards. I could feel the woman’s excitement in her handiwork as she veiled the buttes and outcrops with a pretty fall of white lace. The curtains must have altered the land for her as importantly as any amount of ploughing and planting.

The parlour floor was a musty rubble of papers, books, magazines. Here, open on its title page, was a copy of Campbell’s Soil Culture Manual, badly foxed and swollen with damp; there was an ancient Montgomery Ward mail-order catalogue. I stirred the rubble with my shoe and raised a mud-splattered postcard, mostly illegible. Dear Neva, Hi Honey, what’s the . . . with you, did you . . . or are you . . . we went fishing . . . if you have to go down to meet her . . . we went to the dance Monday . . . couldn’t darn . . . Saturday . . . In the corner behind the sofa lay a sheaf of manuscript pages. They’d been chucked into the single dry spot in the room, which had otherwise been raked from end to end by rain and snow, and the ink on them was unsmudged. Perched on the sofa-arm, I settled down to read.

The densely scribbled figures looked like prose, but were in fact an epic of desperate small-hours arithmetic – a sum that continued over seven pages of heavily corrected addition and multiplication. The handwriting grew crankier, more bunched and downward-sloping, as the sum progressed and the numbers mounted. To begin with it didn’t look so bad. The amounts were small – $4.20¢, $9.15¢, $2.54¢ – and they took time to swell up and burst. They sketched a careful life: rent to the Bureau of Land Management (the letters BLM were repeated several times and ringed in a blue doodle that went through the surface of the paper); payments to Sears, to Coast to Coast hardware, to Kyle’s Radiator Shop, to Lawler Drug for animal vaccines, to J.T. Rugg for seeds, to Walter somebody for tractor tyres, to L. Price for a whole bunch of things, to Farmers Elevator, to Sinclair, blacksmith, to Oscar Overland for oats, to Ward’s and Hepperle’s and Gamble’s and Fullerton Lumber.

On page 3 a ringed figure showed for the first time: $1040.40¢ – ‘Note at Baker Bank’. The interest on this loan looked enviably low; at $40.50¢ for the year, it came out at around 4¼ per cent. But even this was more than the family was spending on clothes ($35.51¢, with everything bought at J.C. Penney). $1040.40¢. The horrible amount of the note was written out several times over in the margins, and islanded with shaky circles.

By the last page, the handwriting was all over the place and the figures were standing, or leaning, an inch high on the paper. How do you turn $2.54¢ into $5688.90¢. I’ve made my own pages of calculations in the same distraught writing; seen the numbers gang up on me and breed. What the bottom line always says is the old 2 a.m. cry, We can’t go on living like this.

This house had been built to last. Its frames were stout, its cedar floor laid like a yacht’s deck. It had been meant for the grandchildren and their children’s children, and it must have seemed – in what? 1915? 1920? – a rock-solid investment: a fine house in the country, with a barn and outbuildings. Even now one could feel the pride of its owners in their creation, though it had sunk in value to a few dollars’ worth of firewood and a convenient nesting box for the neighbourhood birds.

AN EMIGRANT MYSELF, trying to find my own place in the landscape and history of the West, I took the ruins personally. From the names in the graveyards, I thought I knew the people who had come out here: Europeans, mostly of my grandparents’ generation, for whom belief in America, and its miraculous power of individual redemption, was the last great European religion. Faith in a bright future was written into the carpentry of every house. To lay such a floor as that, tongue in chiselled groove, was the work of a true believer.

Looking now at the fleet of lonely derelicts on the prairie, awash in grass and sinking fast, I could guess at how that faith had been shaken.

‘IMMIGRANT, n.,’ says Ambrose Bierce’s The Devil’s Dictionary; ‘An unenlightened person who thinks one country better than another.’

I knew about that. Aged forty-seven, I had chucked up everything and just cleared off. It wasn’t a long- or well-considered move. On a visit to the Pacific Northwest, I caught a shadowy glimpse of a new life, and flung myself at it. Arrived at Seattle, I worked hard to make the new life stick, but I was short of roots and reasons. I took to making long drives eastwards (which in the West means backwards in time), always looking out for some point of connection between my own careless flight west and that of my precursors. Lacking an American past of my own, I hoped to find someone else’s cast-off history that would fit my case.

Here, among the ruins, a thousand miles and eighty years east of Seattle, was the point I had been searching for. I was certain of it.

A LITTLE FURTHER ON, past another pocket-cemetery, stood a schoolhouse on a hill. Hay-bales were stacked in what had been the yard, between the trestle-frame of the swings and the basketball hoop on its pole. Some flakes of whitewash still adhered to the bare grain of the wood on the schoolhouse wall. I stepped inside.

A dead woodpecker lay on the floor and more swallows had built their mud-igloos on the walls, but the schoolroom retained the odour of morning milk, wet coats and spelling bees. The place had been heated by a great cast-iron stove, dusty and birdlimed now. In winter, it would have roared and crackled through the lessons, its voice as memorable to the students as that of the teacher. A framed sepia engraving of George Washington hung over the blackboard, on which some recent visitor had left the chalked message, SPOKANE OR BUST!!!

The teacher’s quarters were downstairs in the basement. Ice-heaves had wrecked the cement floor, but everything else was in place: the chaste single bed, the table and upright chair, the propane gas-cooker, the rocker, with a maroon velvet cushion, for listening to the radio in the evenings over a mug of cocoa and a book. The chest of drawers had been emptied, but there were three cardboard boxes of mouldering schoolbooks under the bed. Comfortably seated in her rocking chair, I leafed through the teacher’s library. The books had been published between 1910 and the late 1930s: grade-school readers, most of them put out by Ginn and Company, enshrining a version of America that now seemed hardly less distant than that of the Pilgrim Fathers, it was so bold and bright and innocent.


Have you a flag hanging in your schoolroom? What are the colors in our flag? Many people think that these colors have a meaning.

They think that the red in our flag means that we must be brave. They think that the blue in our flag means that we must be true. They think that the white means that we must be clean.



A poem, printed in gothic script, nicely caught the mood of things:


A youth across the sea, for the sake of a hope in his breast,

Shook out a steadfast sail upon a dauntless quest.

He had seen a star in the West,

He had dreamed a dream afar;

He wrought and would not rest.

Heirs of that dream we stand,

Citizens of that star –

     America, dear land!



I read stories about Washington and Betsy Ross, about the sickly boyhood of Theodore Roosevelt (‘For years he had to sleep sitting up against some pillows. He could not lie down without coughing’) and the impoverished boyhood of Andrew Jackson (‘But Andrew kept growing in spite of all they said. He clinched his little fists at colic, measles, and whooping cough. He talked very early, and walked instead of crawled . . .’).

From a useful book titled Who Travels There, I learned what to do when lost in the wilderness:


If you ever find that you are lost, do not become frightened. There is more danger in fright than there is of starvation or accident. If you allow yourself to become frightened, you become possessed of what we call ‘the panic of the lost’.

As soon as you discover that you have lost your way in the wilderness, sit down with your back against a stump or stone, take out your jackknife and play mumblety-peg, or sing a song. This will pull you together, so to speak. Then take a stick, smooth off a place in the dirt, and try to map out your wanderings. Making this map will cause you to remember forgotten objects you have passed on the road, and may help you to retrace your steps.



The America of the schoolbooks was a realm of lonely but invigorating adventure, where poor farm-boys grew up to be President; land of the brave, the true and the clean, where a beckoning star stood permanently above the western horizon and poverty and ill-health were mere tests of one’s American mettle.

To prairie children, this schoolbook America must have seemed reasonably close to home. Its heroes were small farmers like their parents. There were no cities in it and not a whiff from the smokestacks of heavy industry. Theodore Roosevelt’s childhood (most of which had actually been spent on East 20th Street in Manhattan) was relocated, for storybook purposes, to the great outdoors, where little Theodore ‘tried to take part in all the sports which other children took part in. He tried so hard that before he was a big boy he could swim and row and skate and box and shoot. He could ride horseback. He could sail a boat.’ Beyond the village and the farm lay the wilderness, from which boys with jackknives learned to navigate their way home. The values honoured in the books – self-reliance, piety, woodcraft, patriotism – were all values that would come in handy in eastern Montana. Children in New York and Chicago, poring over the same texts, might as well have been reading about life in Uttar Pradesh.

Here, though, you could see your own experience intimately reflected in the books. The Grade 3 Learn to Study reader (1924) had a chapter titled ‘How to Save’:


Have you ever tried to help your father and mother to save money? Some children think that they cannot save, because they are not working and earning money. You can save money by saving other things.



Good advice followed. Save your clothes: keep out of the mud; hang your things up when you take them off; use a napkin when you’re eating; learn to sew on buttons. Mark your possessions: keep your rubbers fastened together with a clothespin; buy a 10¢ roll of adhesive tape and use it to put your name on your cap, gloves and boots; shave a strip off the top of your pencil and write your name there. Don’t waste costly paper: if you want to draw a picture, do it on the back of a used sheet.

The chapter on ‘Buying Christmas Presents’ gave one an idea of the kinds of luxuries that were within dreaming-distance of a third-grader on the prairie: a spinning top (10¢), a jackknife (38¢), a striped ball (5¢), a toy automobile (65¢), a locomotive ($1.00) and – hope against hope! – way up on top of the list, a pair of skates for $2.00. The twelve designated presents came to a total of $5.68¢.

I LOADED TWO ARMFULS of books into the boot of the car and headed south to Baker, where I put up in a motel room furnished with junk from the wilder reaches of the 1950s. The pictures on its walls were all of water: two horseback explorers were in the act of discovering a mountain lake; a packhorse bridge spanned a river in what looked like Constable country; printed on dark blue velvet, a Japanese sea was in the grip of a tsunami. They were pictures for a dry country. At $23.50 for three beds, a bathroom and a fully equipped kitchen, the room was pleasingly in character with the frugal spirit of the place.

That evening a lightning-storm moved in on Baker from the west. One could see it coming for an hour before it hit: the distant artillery flashes on a sky of deep episcopal purple. As the storm advanced, I sat in a bar on Main Street, reading the life of Patrick Henry in Four American Patriots: A Book for Young Americans by Alma Holman Burton.


‘Colonel Washington’, said Mr Davies, ‘is only twenty-three years old. I cannot but hope that Providence has preserved the youth in so signal a manner for some important service to his country.’

‘Ah,’ thought Patrick, ‘George Washington has done so much for his country, and he is only twenty-three!’



The people in the bar were huddled and talkative: living by day in so much space and solitude, they evidently liked to squash up close at night. At the back of the place, two poker tables were in session, with the players gossiping unprofessionally between reckless bids of 50¢ a time. The slogan in scabbed paint on the bar door announced, Liquor Up Front, Poker in the Rear.


He looked down at his hands. They were brown and rough with toil.

‘Alas!’ he said, ‘I do my best, and yet I cannot even make a living on my little farm!’

This was quite true.

Patrick could not make his crops grow. Then his house caught fire and burned to the ground. It was all very discouraging!



The snippets of bar conversation were, on the whole, more interesting than Alma Holman Burton’s prose. A Mexican seated at the table next to me was talking to a scrawny, pencil-moustached, thirtyish type, perched on a swivel-stool at the bar. The Mexican said he was up in Baker from Wilmer, Texas.

‘Wilmer?’ said the guy at the bar, in a whoop of delighted recognition. ‘I know Wilmer! I was in jail in Wilmer. Buy you a drink, man?’


And so, at the age of twenty-three, Patrick Henry, with a wife and little children to provide for, did not have a shilling in his pocket. But his father helped a little and Sarah’s father helped a little, and they managed to keep the wolf from the door . . .



. . . which would not have been a dead metaphor to a child in eastern Montana, where wolves picked off the sheep at nights and ‘wolfers’ trapped the animals for bounty.

The thunder was directly overhead, and it was immediately followed by a long kettle-drum tattoo of rain on the roof. The bar went quiet. Everyone in it listened to the rain.

‘It’s a gulleywasher,’ the bartender said, gathering in the empties.

The thunder rolled away eastwards, towards North Dakota, but the rain kept coming.

‘It’s a gulleywasher,’ said the man who’d done jail-time in Wilmer, as if he had just minted the expression.

A crowd formed at the open doorway of the bar to watch the downpour. The rain fell in gleaming rods. Main Street was a tumbling river, already out of its banks and spilling over onto the sidewalk. Its greasy waters were coloured red, white and blue by the neon signs in the bar window. A truck sloshed past at crawling-speed, throwing up a wake that broke against the doors of darkened stores.

‘That,’ said a turnip-faced old brute in a Stetson, speaking in the voice of long and hard experience, ‘is a gulleywasher.’

People craned to see. A couple had brought their toddler along (this was an easygoing bar in an easygoing town); the man lifted her on to his shoulders to give her a grandstand view of the wonder. The rain made everyone young: people dropped their guard in its presence, and the pleasure in their faces was as empty of self-consciousness as that of the toddler, who bounced against her father’s neck, saying, ‘Water. Water. Water.’ Some shook their heads slowly from side to side, their faces possessed by the same aimless smile. Some whistled softly through their teeth. A woman laughed; a low cigarette-stoked laugh that sounded uncannily like the hiss and crackle of the rain itself.

It went on raining. It was still raining when I drove back to the motel, where the forecourt was awash and the kitchen carpet blackly sodden. I sat up listening to it; attuned now to what I ought to hear. When rain falls in these parts, in what used to be known as the Great American Desert, it falls with the weight of an astounding gift. It falls like money.
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FICTIONS

FROM THE SPRING OF 1907 through the fall of 1908, the Milwaukee Road railroad lumbered through the Dakotas and into Montana. From the top of any butte, one would have seen its course through the Badlands: the lines of horse-drawn wagons, the heaps of broken rock for the road bed, the gangs of labourers, engineers, surveyors. From a distance, the construction of the new line looked like a disaster of war.

The Milwaukee Road was a latecomer among western railroads. In 1881, the Northern Pacific reached Montana, where it hitched itself to the convenient valley of the Yellowstone River. In 1887, the Great Northern arrived; it clung to the Missouri River, winding westwards to Great Falls. The Milwaukee Road, striking west-by-north through rough country, had to content itself with whatever creeks and coulees it could find. In Montana, it slipped from Waterhole Creek to Sandstone Creek to O’Fallon Creek, a muddy brook where catfish rootled in the shade of the crowding cottonwood trees. The new railroad followed the creek down to the Yellowstone, where it joined company with the Northern Pacific at Terry.

As the line advanced across the land, it flung infant cities into being at intervals of a dozen miles or so. Trains needed to be loaded with freight and passengers, and it was part of the essential business of the railroad company to furnish its territory with customers, to create ready-made communities of people whose lives would be dependent on the umbilical of the line. So the company built these skeletal market-centres on company-owned land. Its creations were as arbitrary as those described in Genesis. The company said, Let there be a city: and there was a city.

Each was a duplicate of the last. Main Street was a line of boxes, wood and brick, laid out on the prairie, transverse to the railroad line. The numbered streets, pegged out with stakes and string, ran north-to-south; projective avenues ran east-to-west. The boxes housed a post office, a hotel, a saloon, a general store, a saddlery, a barbershop, a church, a bank, a schoolhouse and a jail. Beside the line, sites were earmarked for the grain elevator and the stockyard. With the addition of a few shacks, dotted about between the pegs and the strings, the city was done. Photographed from the right angle, with railroad workers doubling as citizens, it could be promoted as the coming place in the New West.

This part of Montana had been named long ago – by the Indians, by the US Army and by the ranchers, who had raised cattle, sheep and horses here for the last forty years. But the railroad was interested only in the brilliant future that it was bringing to the country, and it scorned the past. It ignored the existing names, preferring to adorn the landscape with bright new coinages of its own – the better to commemorate the historic achievement of the Milwaukee Road in bringing twentieth-century civilization to the naked prairie.

Searching for suitably beautiful names for its new cities, the company canvassed its directors and senior managers for the names they had given their daughters. The President of the railroad, Albert J. Earling, had two daughters, Isabel and May. The girls were fused to produce Ismay, which sounded modern and tripping on the tongue. The recent offspring of other Milwaukee Road officials included a Lorraine, an Edina and a Mildred.

At Lorraine, the first of the Montana towns, the company dammed three springs to create a civic lake and a reliable source of water for the locomotives. Lorraine’s father must have suddenly fallen out of favour with the board, for Lorraine was Lorraine for only a few weeks before it was renamed Baker, in recognition of A. G. Baker, the chief construction engineer on the project. Edina, thirteen miles down the line, went the same way as Lorraine. There, a crew of Bulgarian workers lobbied to have the city renamed Plevna. Nineteen hundred and eight was the year of the declaration of Bulgarian independence from Turkey, and Plevna, liberated by Russian troops from its Turkish occupiers in 1877, was a name dear to Bulgarian nationalists. At Plevna, Montana, the Milwaukee Road did honour the past – but it was the obscure European past, not the American past, that received the tribute. The odd mouthful of consonants gave the place a touch of old-world class.

Ismay – of course – stuck firm, and so did Mildred. The capricious way in which the company attached names to the land, then withdrew and replaced them, is a nice illustration of how the West was still thought of as a great blank page on which almost anything might yet be inscribed. Its history could be erased, its future redrafted, on the strength of a bad breakfast or a passing fancy.

The half-built new towns, in which the typical business was a shed with a two-storey trompe l’oeil façade tacked onto its front end, were architectural fictions, more appearance than reality; and their creators, the railroad magnates, speculatively doodling a society into existence, were like novelists. The only serious check to the imagination of the railroad-and-city builder on the Great Plains was the problem of gradient. If a town already on the map offended him, he could starve it to death by bending the line of his railroad away from it (as James J. Hill, president of the Great Northern, threatened to do to Spokane, Washington, in 1892; Spokane quickly came round to Hill’s way of thinking). If it pleased him to turn a snake-infested bog into a swaggering market town, all he needed to do was to mark the spot with a junction.

Nothing in the geography prepares one for the arbitrary suddenness of these prairie railroad towns. For mile after mile, the sagebrush rolls and breaks. The bare outcrops of rock and gumbo clay monotonously repeat themselves. Then, out of the blue, you catch the glint of the sun on the sheet-metal cowl of a distant grain elevator. You pass the frayed ship’s-rigging holding up the screen of an abandoned drive-in cinema. There’s just time enough to savour the idea of the enormous, flickering image of Marilyn Monroe scaring the coyotes into the next county, and you’re in town.

You’re here: in a bar on Main, with Rexall’s next door, and, across the street, a used-furniture showroom squatting in the remains of what was once the opera house. The essential coordinates of place are here. This is a distinct local habitation with a name. Yet something’s wrong. Why is here here? Why is it not somewhere else altogether?

No special reason. One day in 1908, someone with a map on his desk thought it was about time to make another town, and so he sketched one in. Perhaps he was talking on the telephone, and the cross-hatched grid of the city-to-be simply drew itself on the paper where his spare hand happened to be resting. Perhaps the city’s name is that of the person he happened to be talking to. There is a town on the Milwaukee Road line named after a newspaper reporter who happened to be riding in the presidential car when Albert J. Earling was out on one of his naming sprees.

Nearly a hundred years after they were born, the accidental nature of their conception still haunts these towns. Their brickwork has grown old, the advertisements painted on the sides of their buildings have faded pleasantly into antiques, yet they seem insufficiently attached to the earth on which they stand. Leave one in the morning, and by afternoon it might easily have drifted off to someplace else on the prairie. Such lightness is unsettling. It makes one feel too keenly one’s own contingency in the order of things.

AS THE RAILROADS pushed further west, into open range-land that grew steadily emptier and drier, the rival companies clubbed together to sponsor an extraordinary body of popular literature. For the land to be settled by the masses of people needed to sustain the advance of the railroads, it had first to be made real and palpable. In school atlases, the area was still called the Great American Desert – an imaginative vacancy, either without any flora and fauna, or with all the wrong flora and fauna. The railroad writers and illustrators were assigned to replace that vacancy with a picture of free, rich farmland; a picture so vivid, so fully furnished with attractive details, that readers would commit their families and their life-savings, sight unseen, to a landscape in a book.

The pamphlets were distributed by railroad agents all over the United States and Europe. Every mass-circulation newspaper carried advertisements for them (Fill in the coupon for your free copy by return of post . . .). They were translated into German, Swedish, Norwegian, Danish, Russian, Italian. They turned up in bars and barbershops, in doctors’ waiting rooms, in the carriages of the London tube and the New York El.

Some of these pamphlets were aimed at readers with firsthand experience of farming. But most were addressed to a wider audience. They dangled before the reader the prospect of fantastic self-improvement, of great riches going begging for want of claimants. They sought out the haggard schoolteacher, the bored machinist, the clerk, the telegrapher, the short-order cook, the printer, and promised to turn each of them into the prosperous squire of his or her own rolling acres.

‘Uncle Sam sends you an invitation . . .’ The terms of the Enlarged Homestead Act, passed by Congress in 1909, after a great deal of lobbying by the railroad companies, were generous. The size of a government homestead on ‘semi-arid land’, like that of eastern Montana, was doubled, from a quarter-section to a half-section; from 160 acres to 320. One did not have to be a US citizen to stake a claim – though it was necessary to become one within five years, when the homestead was ‘proved-up’. The proving-up was a formality that entailed the payment of a $16.00 fee and an inspection of the property to verify that it had been kept under cultivation. That done, the full title to the land was granted to the homesteader.

It was an astounding free offer by any reckoning. The only snag was the unfortunate name that early cartographers had written on the land. The name was mischievous. The northern Great Plains were not a desert – did not remotely resemble a desert. When James J. Hill, recently retired from the presidency of his railroad, wrote Highways of Progress in 1910, he was able to look back on what had already been accomplished in the region with benign pride:


The causes of [the Northwest’s] growth are to be found in the transfer of an immense population supplied by our own natural increase and by immigration, to enormous areas of fertile soil. It was like opening the vaults of a treasury and bidding each man help himself.



What the railroad pamphlets did was to point the way to the treasury and bid men help themselves.

THE FARTHER THE PAMPHLETS travelled, the more indefinitely suggestive they became. Minnesotan readers could measure the distance between themselves and Montana – they could imagine a dry and open country, and give a name and shape to shivering twigs of sagebrush. They had grown up with the language of American advertising and regional boosterism, and knew a sales pitch when they saw one. Faced with an astounding free offer, they looked, out of habit, for the small print.

But in London, Oslo, Kiev, where the text of the pamphlet was unpolluted by first-hand experience of the United States, the conjured world swelled before the reader’s eyes, free of the restraints of sceptical realism. In Europe, the cult of America made converts in every city slum and mouldering agricultural village. People who had been ruined by the US, like the smallholding farmers of southern Sweden, bankrupted by cheap Midwestern wheat, were among the most eager believers, their own misery itself a proof of the wonder-working providence of America. To readers like these, the pamphlets spoke as gospel.

In 1910, people had to furnish their American daydreams from a relatively scant supply of arousing details. There were letters home, articles in newspapers and illustrated magazines, and a great deal of hearsay. The would-be emigrant was required to create an imaginary America that was palpable enough to become a real destination. By the time he bought his steamship ticket, he was bound for a land that existed in his head in rich, intricate and erroneous particularity.

Even now, when movies and television have flooded the globe with evocative American imagery, it’s a treacherous business, this bodying forth of one’s projected new life. The big, obvious bits of the picture may all be convincingly American, but the old world sneaks into every unregarded gap that it can find. You conscientiously dream into being a lofty New York apartment – but it has an obstinately English smell and English light-fixtures (the switches go down for On and up for Off). Your imagined American fields have English hedges. Born to a land where country roads loop circuitously around ancient, Domesday Book property lines, your rural America sprouts winding English lanes.

Long after the emigrant has become an immigrant, he or she retains a compulsively similitudinous cast of mind. Everything here is seen in terms of how things are done there. We’re always translating back and forth between the old and the new. I still can’t rid myself of the reflexive tic that converts all dollar transactions back into the ‘real money’ of the English pound. In the supermarket, I carry the day’s exchange-rate in my head. And so it goes for more important things, like one’s sense of space and distance. The shadow of one’s home country falls, unbidden, across almost every inch of American soil.

The pamphlet-readers, innocent of the reality of America, brought to the text both a willing credulity and a readiness to fill in the spaces between the words with their own local, European experience. They had no more real idea of Montana than they had of the dark side of the moon. But they were devout believers and imaginers. The authors of the railroad pamphlets were able to reach out to an audience of ideal readers of the kind that novelists dream about, usually in vain.

WHEN THE PACKET ARRIVED in the mail in the London tenement building, it was bigger and fatter than expected. The book that slid from the manila envelope had the glamorous, bang-up-to-date look of a bestseller. The dominant colour on the cover was a warm golden yellow – the colour of sunshine and ripe wheat. The designer had drawn the north-western states as a single enormous field stretching from the Dakotas to the Pacific. Across the field ran the straight line of the Milwaukee Road. In the far distance lay its twin termini of Tacoma and Seattle; in the foreground were Ismay, Mildred, Terry, Miles City. The main body of the picture showed a fresh-faced young man steering a plough drawn by two horses. As the virgin earth peeled away from the blade of the plough, it turned into a breaking wave of gold coins. Sovereigns, and pieces-of-eight were tumbling out over Ismay and Mildred.

The ploughman looked strangely unploughmanlike. His exposed forearms were too pale, his hair too closely barbered. Beneath the brim of his new Stetson hat, he sported a pair of steel-rimmed specs. One might guess that just a few months, or even weeks, ago, this ploughman had been sitting on a high stool in a dusty city office, keeping track of someone else’s money in laborious copperplate.

The cover raised a smile. It was an amusing flight of fancy, and one would have to be a great fool to take it seriously. Yet the more you looked at the sober text of the book, the wild claim made by the image on the cover grew to seem less and less fantastic.

It was there in black and white – the facts and figures, the testimony of learned professors, of experts from the United States Department of Agriculture, of new settlers, already coining money from their homesteads. There was a supporting photograph on nearly every page. A fleet of heavyweight pigs, grubbing in a meadow of sweet clover. A happy homesteader, standing neck-deep in a field of corn. Stocks of Turkey Red wheat, casting long shadows on the ground at the end of a hard day’s harvesting. Pictures of giant pumpkins, piles of new-laid eggs, smug cows and fleecy sheep. Pictures of the homesteaders themselves, on horseback, putting up fences, feeding chickens, brandishing sugar beets – all with the tranquil, engrossed air of people following their true vocation.

Here were the facts. At the Great New York Land Show, held in Madison Square Garden, Montana had carried off the prizes for the best wheat, best oats, best barley and best alfalfa in the United States. In print, these crops took on a solid, succulent weight. ‘Oats grow to perfection. There is something about the climate that favours them and produces a bright, plump, heavy berry that averages forty pounds to the bushel.’ On alfalfa, the ‘noted alfalfa grower’, Mr I. D. O’Donnell, turned in a lyrical prose-poem in praise of ‘this wonderful plant’:


Alfalfa is the best mortgage-lifter ever known. It is better than a bank-account, for it never fails or goes into the hands of a receiver. It is weather proof, for cold does not injure it and heat makes it grow all the better. A winter flood does not drown it and a fire does not kill it. As a borer, it is equal to an artesian well; it loves water and bores to reach it. When growing there is no stopping it. For filling a milk can it is equal to a handy pump. Cattle love it, hogs fatten upon it, and a hungry horse wants nothing else.



Or one might dwell with interest on the crisp figures issued by Mr J. A. Brockway from his homestead near Miles City. ‘He produced last year $361 worth of onions from seven-eighths of an acre with $60 spent for labour. He made on potatoes as high as $100 per acre net profit and raised thirty barrels of pickling cucumbers from five-eighths of an acre.’ That Mr Brockway had to hire labour to harvest the produce of less than an acre was a nugget of information to which one’s imagination would return in the sleepless hours.

The book did not gloss over the fact that the land was dry – or at least dryish. There were figures from the US Weather Office in Miles City: in 1906, 16.61 inches of rain fell; in 1907, 14.75 inches; in 1908, 19.08 inches; in 1909, 13.31 inches. It wasn’t much – about half the annual rainfall on London and East Anglia. But it was more than one might have feared.

According to the book, most of what rain there was fell during the growing season: it came when it was most useful. And light rainfall means more sunshine. Here Professor Atkinson of the Montana State Agricultural College sounded a reassuring note: ‘All plant production is based on the presence of sunlight. An area, therefore, having a large number of bright days, is more fitted to bring rapid and satisfactory plant growth . . . This is one of the reasons why crop returns in Montana are greater than in areas of more rainfall.’

Too much rain (one learned) is a curse. It washes the goodness out of the soil. Mr F. Walden, ‘the agricultural expert’, pointed out one unexpected advantage of farming in a dry climate:


In arid and semi-arid countries the soils are unleached, but where copious rains have been falling for ages, the fertility to a large extent has been washed into the lower strata or washed away entirely. It is well known that leached ashes are not nearly so fertile as unleached. The same is true of soils.



There was also the near-certainty of heavier rainfall in the future. For rain follows the plough.


It seems to be a matter of common observation that rainfall in a new country increases with settlement, cultivation and tree planting . . . Professor Agassiz, in 1867, predicted that this increase in moisture would come about by the disturbance of electrical currents caused by the building of the railroads and the settlement of the country.



Good for crops, Montana’s bracing climate was even kindlier to humans. ‘Its dry atmosphere will cure affections of the nose, throat and lungs.’

The book, taken to work and dipped into on the omnibus and in the lunch hour, grew into a dependable source of private excitement. The new science of dry farming (‘which, of course, does not mean farming without moisture; it means a method of farming that conserves moisture’) was the key, and the man who mastered the basics of it could put himself on an equal footing with the rich farmers of Kent and Essex.


Some of the best land open to homestead entry may be found near the towns of Baker, Mildred, Terry and Ismay. Here are great stretches of level bench lands suitable for farming. The soil possesses extraordinary fertility.



The dictionary was needed for ‘bench lands’. Any conformation of earth, stone, etc. which has a raised and flat surface. One imagined something like the Kentish Weald, an hour south of London on the train from Waterloo.

The book explained exactly how to get a homestead. When you arrived at your chosen town, you would be well advised to go to a professional ‘locator’. For a $25 fee, the locator would find and stake for you a suitable half-section of unclaimed public land. You’d pay a filing fee ($22.00) to the US Land Office, where your claim would be formally registered. Then you could set about building your farmhouse and fencing your 320-acre spread.

It was a dizzying thought.

THIS WAS NOT THE WILD WEST. One wasn’t proposing to go out to some trackless frontier to wield a musket and wear a coonskin hat. This was twentieth-century farming country with a regular train service and electric light.

The regional capital, Miles City, had a population of 5,000 and was said by the book to have ‘all modern conveniences’. ‘It is thoroughly up to date and wide awake.’ Photographs of the town, which had started life as an army camp then become a ranching centre in the 1870s, showed wide boulevards lined with old trees and new telegraph poles. The grandest of the six hotels, the Leighton, looked as big as the Ritz. There were churches (Episcopalian, Methodist, Presbyterian, and a Greek-pillared Ursuline convent), handsome brick schools, a Carnegie library, an opera house, and a main street of shops under the shade of canvas awnings. Among the members of the Miles City Chamber of Commerce were listed nine attorneys, five physicians, three newspapers, two milliners, a music store and two osteopaths. In its austerely rectangular American fashion, its buildings set down like so many packing-cases on a railway platform, Miles City looked as smart as paint.

Its private houses had an air of relaxed middle-class prosperity. Their room-sized balconies gave on to big leafy gardens. In one picture, a child in a sailor suit sat in a swing. In another, a group of ladies had put down a rug on the lawn and were taking a picnic tea. Looking at these photographs, hunting for clues in the shadows, made the distance to Montana abruptly shorten. The modern West, with its milliners and osteopaths, its garden swings and alfresco tea parties, was neither wild nor far. It was tantalizingly within reach, and success there was practically guaranteed.

THREE HUNDRED AND TWENTY ACRES. The word ‘acre’ was not in the everyday vocabulary of most readers, and from a rented flat or tenement room it was hard to get a handle on what 320 acres, half a square mile, actually meant. Some homework with a street map helped. In London, suppose one stood on the south side of Hyde Park by the Albert Memorial and looked north: all of the park that lay to one’s right would make a half-section. Rotten Row, with its parade of fashionables on horseback, would be in it. So would the entire length of the Serpentine and the Long Water. It would include Temple Lodge and the Peter Pan statue, the sloping woodlands round the tea house, and go all the way to Speaker’s Corner up in the far north-east of the park. The boundaries of the property would be marked by the hazy mansions of Park Lane and the wedding-cake stucco of Bayswater.

In such a space, one could imagine a dozen big fields, filled with rippling crops of wheat, oats, barley; ample pastureland for sheep and cattle to wander; a tree-shaded house, a red barn, a walled kitchen garden for vegetables. There would be poultry scratching in the yard . . . behives in the clover . . . a winding gravel drive . . . It wouldn’t be a farm, it would be an estate.

THE MILWAUKEE ROAD pamphlet recommended that serious homeseekers who wanted to look carefully before they leaped should send off to Lincoln, Nebraska, for a book by Mr Hardy W. Campbell, ‘the noted farming expert and inventor of the Campbell System of scientific farming for semi-arid lands’. Campbell’s Soil Culture Manual, price $2.50, cloth-bound in deep moss green, had a gilt camel stamped on its front cover. Across the camel’s legs trailed a banner that read: THE CAMEL FOR THE SAHARA DESERT – THE CAMPBELL METHOD FOR THE AMERICAN DESERT.

The book was famous. It came out in several editions between 1902 and 1912, and in the houses of settlers already arrived in the West the Manual had a place in the narrow bookshelf alongside the Bible and Pilgrim’s Progress. In the first issue of Ismay’s own local paper, the Ismay, which appeared on 20 May 1908, when the outlines of the town were still being pegged out by the railroad company, there was a poem in Campbell’s honour:


THE DRY LAND HOMESTEADER

I’ve started to dry farm

A piece of bench land sod,

And if I meet no harm

I’ll win or bust – by jinks.

Plow and harrow and disc –

Disc and harrow and plow:

Of course there is some risk

Until a chap knows how.

Campbell says they will grow

If seeds are put in right –

Depends on how you sow

With ground in proper plight.

And so I work all day:

At night I read his book –

I get no time to play

And hardly time to cook.



For despite its no-nonsense, lacklustre title, Campbell’s Soil Culture Manual was an inspirational work. Hardy Campbell was an evangelist in the cause of Science, Progress and the American Way. His prose brimmed with excitement at the dawning of the new age. ‘The natural trend of things in the opening decade indicates that the twentieth century is to mark an advancement in all material things that go to give comfort to mankind far in advance of the splendid record of the nineteenth or any previous century.’ Like all revolutionary discoveries, his own method of scientific soil culture had met ‘ignorance, prejudice and the inertia of error’; and, like all true prophets, Campbell had suffered for his beliefs, stuck to his guns and, at last, been proved triumphantly right.

He had seen the future of the West, and projected it before his readers like a magic-lantern slide. ‘The semi-arid region is destined to be in a few years the richest portion of the United States.’


Looking far into the future one may see this region dotted with fine farms, with countless herds of blooded animals grazing, with school houses in every township, with branch lines of railroads, with electric interurban trolly lines running in a thousand directions, with telephone systems innumerable, with rural mail routes reaching to every door. It is coming just as sure as the coming of another century. The key has been found and the door to the riches has been unlocked.



Yet Campbell was not appealing merely to his readers’ cupidity. The riches he promised were a force for virtue.


As a great moral influence we shall claim for scientific soil culture a place in the front rank . . . There is nothing that will go so far toward changing the life of a man or a family to the better things as prosperity. Poverty is a demoralizing influence. Idleness is next of kin to sin. And idleness is closely associated with poor farming. Whatever tends to give the people more of the material comforts of life helps to raise them up. It is easier to be good when one has had a fine dinner . . . Better farming means better farm homes, happier farm families, better citizenship, more nearly the ideal simple life.



Like every other means of spiritual self-improvement, the Campbell method demanded that its adherents dedicate their lives to its pursuit. To be a good Campbellite, ‘the principles of scientific soil culture must be grounded deep within him. He must be saturated with the subject. It must become part of his being.’ So the dry-land homesteader would turn these pages by candlelight, moving his lips to the words of an inspired text.

One came, dimly, to understand that the soil is a reservoir of moisture and that even in dry years the reservoir can be tapped by the farmer who is in on the scientific secret. The doctrinal heart of Campbell’s teaching lay in his near-mystical faith in the power of capillary attraction. If a very slender glass pipe is placed upright in a bowl of water, the water in the tube will defy gravity by rising noticeably above the level of the water in the bowl. So the Montana farmer had to coax the water on his land to defy gravity and rise to nourish the roots of his winter wheat.

Campbell diverted his urban readers with kitchen-table experiments that could be performed miles from the nearest farm. One was invited to suspend two plant-cuttings in neighbouring glass tumblers of water, and to float a thin film of olive oil on the water of the second tumbler, to deny air to the severed stalk. Cutting No. 1 would sprout healthy roots, while Cutting No. 2 would become a rotting stump. There were more experiments in tumblers with different sizes of buckshot (not so easily obtainable by the average flat dweller), to demonstrate that small soil particles attract more water than large ones. In the novitiate period, at least, dry farming with Campbell was enjoyably like 101 Things To Make & Do. Here was science made plain for Everyman, and even as you sat at home in the smoke and din of the city, you knew that you were stealing a march on the mass of farmers, toiling in their fog of ignorant tradition.

When you eventually graduated from the kitchen to the land, you’d need to buy a Campbell Sub-Surface Packer to compact the soil at the root-level of your crops. You’d also need a disc harrow to break up the topmost layer into a fine, loose mulch. The pulverized surface soil would collect the rain; the packed soil would store the moisture for future use. Campbell quoted a ripe testimonial given to him by Mr J. B. Beal, Chief Land Examiner of the Union Pacific Railroad: ‘We find by the Campbell System that we can as well keep moisture in the ground as to put it in a jug and put in the cork.’

Anyone would be excited by Campbell’s figures. On his own farm, he had reaped 54 bushels of wheat to the acre. Using the Campbell method, Mr L. L. Mulligan had gotten 75 bushels of barley; Colonel W. S. Pershing, 300 bushels of turnips; Joseph Emmal, 120 bushels of potatoes; and on the grounds of the State Soldiers’ Home at Lisbon, North Dakota, had been raised 23 tons of sugar beets per acre. With crops like these, grown on land once named a desert, Campbell’s drumrolling on behalf of his own system did not seem immodest.


The soil culture empire has no limits. The system is useful on every farm. It reaches over oceans and mountains. Over vast areas the principles are triumphing over the perverseness of nature. And some day this soil culture empire will be the garden spot of the earth.



In its rousing generalities, the Manual sounded like a political manifesto – as, in a sense, it was. Campbell was a disciple of both Thomas Jefferson and the current President, Theodore Roosevelt, and his book was shot through and through with Jeffersonian and Rooseveltian ideas. In the nineteenth century, American agriculture had been notoriously wasteful, its crop yields per acre far lower than those of Britain and Germany. Campbell’s system was intensive and – in one of Roosevelt’s favourite words – conservationist. It chershed the available natural resources of soil and water, and accepted the finitude of those resources in a way that Americans, with their careless habit of striking camp and moving on, had never really done before. It brought to farming a strict, Presbyterian ethic of saving, husbanding, and staying home on your own plot.

Intensive farming meant small farms. Campbell had strong words for the big landowners: they squandered their acres and made little contribution to rural society.


Land greed has been the curse of farming. The farmer can no more do his best while trying to cultivate a thousand acres than by confining himself to a two-acre plot. He must have enough, but not too much.



So the 320-acre homestead was a farm of exactly the right size, and the homesteader exactly the right kind of citizen.


The small farmer is the one who makes his farm his home. He seeks comfort for himself and his children. He does not build a shed to shelter him during the crop season with his family miles away. He becomes a permanent fixture in his county. He wants the school house to be located not far away and he willingly taxes himself for the support of the school. He contributes to the erection of a church in the village and he is careful that the rural route and the cooperative telephone do not pass him by.



‘The small landholders are the most precious part of a state,’ wrote Jefferson in a letter to James Madison in 1785. And again (in a letter of the same year to John Jay):


We have now lands enough to employ an infinite number of people in their cultivation. Cultivators of the earth are the most valuable citizens. They are the most vigorous, the most independent, the most virtuous, and they are tied to their country, and wedded to its liberty and interests, by the most lasting bonds.



Jefferson’s vision of democratic America as a giant quilt of small farms was closely, perhaps slavishly, echoed in Campbell’s Manual. The tabletop physics, the patent Sub-Surface Packer and all the rest of the impedimenta of scientific soil culture were there to bring about a revitalized agrarian democracy.

The idea of turning the West into a garden and a cradle of superior civilization wasn’t new, but Campbell’s book made it seem so. It was up to date in its romance with the new century and its guileless optimism about science and technology. Campbell, born in Vermont in 1850, had come to adolescence during the Civil War. By the early 1900s he was able to look out on the America which his grandchildren were set to inherit, and see it as a land of spotless promise once again. It was fitting that the war veterans of Lisbon, North Dakota, were now producing phenomenal crops of sugar beets using the Campbell System; one sign among many of the wonderful new times ahead.

Mould and damp have had their way with my copy of the Manual, which gives off a thin, sour stink from its place on the desk beside the typewriter. Its spine was broken between pages 240 and 241, when someone trod on it with a muddy boot. The imprint of the boot (a size 12, I’d guess) looks like a deliberate verdict.

WHEN CAMPBELL WROTE of how his system could enable readers to live ‘the ideal simple life’, I think he was making a direct allusion to another inspirational work. Charles Wagner’s The Simple Life was published in 1901 (in translation from the original French) and was an immediate and spectacular best seller. The success of Wagner’s book (it sold more than a million copies in its Doubleday hardbound edition) is a gauge of the powerful tide of rural nostalgia that was washing through the industrial cities of Europe and America at the turn of the century. There was a deep and troubled hankering for a life more neighbourly, more elemental, more ‘organic’; and the railroad pamphlets, Campbell’s Manual (along with several other books on farming for beginners) and the Enlarged Homestead Act found a receptive audience of people who were recklessly eager to believe in the idea of escaping the city to a new life in the country.

On the best-seller lists between 1901 and 1910, two sorts of generic fiction stand out – and they represent the masculine and feminine sides of rural nostalgia. The masculine ones romanticize life in the wild, on the frontier or the open range. The feminine ones, set east of the Mississippi, romanticize life on the farm and in the village. But, as in life, the genders get interestingly mixed up.

In 1902 the top spot on the list was held by Owen Wister’s The Virginian (which would go on to sell 1,623,000 copies in hardback), a requiem for the Noble Cowboy and the open range of Wyoming. Wister called his novel ‘an expression of American faith’ and dedicated it to his friend Theodore Roosevelt (‘the greatest benefactor we people have known since Lincoln’). Wister’s preface to the reader goes straight to the emotional centre of the book:


Had you left New York or San Francisco at ten o’clock this morning, by noon the day after tomorrow you could step out at Cheyenne. There you would stand at the heart of the world that is the subject of my picture, yet you would look around you in vain for the reality. It is a vanished world. No journeys, save those which memory can take, will bring you to it now. The mountains are there, far and shining, and the sunlight, and the infinite earth, and the air that seems forever the true fountain of youth – but where is the buffalo, and the wild antelope, and where the horseman with his pasturing thousands? So like its old self does the sage-brush seem when revisited, that you wait for the horseman to appear.

But he will never come again. He rides in his historic yesterday. You will no more see him gallop out of the unchanging silence than you will see Columbus on the unchanging sea come sailing from Palos on his caravels.

. . . What is become of the horseman, the cow-puncher, the last romantic figure on our soil? . . . Well, he will be here among us always, invisible, waiting his chance to live and play as he would like. His wild kind has been among us always, since the beginning . . .



How could twentieth-century America still be worthy of – and still find room for – the quintessential American, the free spirit, the horseman? A sort-of answer was provided by Jack London’s The Call of the Wild, published in 1903 (1,752,000 copies sold). London’s story of a dog who, on the death of his master in San Francisco, made his way back to the wilds and became the leader of a wolf-pack, was a sermon about the ungainsayable power of atavism. The true American will not be long content with a life of rubber bones in the doghouse. The unfettered prairie and our wolf-ancestors beckon.

Another answer was suggested by the 1908 best-seller, The Trail of the Lonesome Pine, by John Fox, Jr (1,285,000 copies), a riot of purple nature-writing set in the Cumberland Mountains on the Virginia–Kentucky border. The search for coal to fuel the railroads and factories brings ‘the smoke and steam and bustle and greed of the twentieth century’ to the idyllic green world around the lonesome pine, and the plot centres on a love affair between a mountain-man’s daughter and a mining engineer. The beautiful girl gets to him, and so does the beautiful landscape; by the end of the book, the engineer has become an ardent conservationist.
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