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With gratitude for the help Doug and Charlene Hoschouer gave me in Red Cloud, and to Alan Boye for talking to me about Nebraska.


—A. E.


The artist wishes to thank the Willa Cather Foundation and the University of Nebraska and the Willa Cather Archive as reference sources in creating his watercolor paintings and drawings in this book.


—W. M.




For Emilie Adams


—A. E.


To the timeless voice of Willa Cather, and to the young reader who will listen


—W. M.
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Willow Shade (1874–1883)


Ever since she could remember, Willa lived with her family in Willow Shade, a house as pretty as its name. It was made of brick and had a white portico in front with four columns. This was in Virginia, in Winchester County near a town called Back Creek. In the family were Willa’s parents and Grandma Boak and four children, Willa (first), then Roscoe, Douglass, and Jessica.


Willa’s parents gave her the freedom to do what she wanted and become whoever she would be. Grandma Boak helped with Willa’s education, reading books to her before she started school. Some were children’s books, but Grandma Boak also read Willa long passages from the family Bible, and these echoed in her thoughts.
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In good weather Willa played outdoors with Roscoe and her father’s sheepdog, Vic. Sometimes Marjie, the hired girl, came too. They went down the double S road and explored the leafy woods, where dogwood and wild laurel bloomed. Her father taught Willa to set traps for rabbits and took her with him on horseback when he went to bring the sheep to the fold.


The Civil War was hardly over. Willa liked to think she’d been named for her mother’s brother William who’d been killed at Manassas, fighting for the Confederacy. Their part of Virginia was close to the Northern Union states, and her parents had been divided—her father’s family were Unionists and her mother’s were Confederates.


Willa’s parents never owned slaves but her grandparents did. Before the War her grandmother helped a young slave named Nancy Till escape, taking her across the Potomac River, where agents of the Underground Railroad were waiting to bring her to Canada. Twenty-five years later Nancy came home again to see her mother. This woman was called Aunt Till, and Willa was in the upstairs bedroom when they met, watching as they fell into each other’s arms.
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So many people came to Willow Shade! Friends and relatives from Winchester and Baltimore came, and the tin peddler, and Uncle Billy Parks the broom maker. Freed slaves worked in the fields and house, and countrywomen from Timber Ridge and North Mountain helped with preserving and candle making and piecing quilts. During the winter evenings the servants sat around the great fireplace in the kitchen cracking nuts and telling stories. They were Willa’s friends and she was allowed to stay and listen.


Trees, rocks, creeks, hills. The animals in the woods. A farm in its seasons. A meeting between a mother and daughter. Willa’s life was interesting every single day. She never imagined it would change.
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Going West (1883)



In the West, beyond the settled hills of Virginia, there was a vast open land. People said a man could plow a furrow in rich dirt all the way to the horizon. The railroads were crossing this open land on their way to the Pacific.
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