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American Indians in the
Fiction of Laura Ingalls Wilder
John E. Miller

The children's novels of Laura Ingalls Wilder dealing witli her
family's life on the post-Civil War frontier became instantly popular upon their publication, beginning with Little House in the Big
Woods in 1932. Wilder today ranks among the most beloved of
all children's writers, with thousands of faithful readers devotedly retracing the Ingallses' route from place to place in Wisconsin,
Kansas, Minnesota, Iowa, and Soutli Dakota and pilgrimaging to
the home near Mansfield, Missouri, where she spent the last
sixty-three years of her life. Praise for her books has far outranked criticism, but one increasingly heard complaint is that she
either neglected to write about the importance of American Indians on the frontier or—worse—that she treated them in an
untruthful and derogatory fashion. In spite of these and other criticisms, a careful reading shows that Laura Ingalls Wilder was
guilty of neither ignoring nor abusing American Indians in her
novels. Ear from being either an Indian hater or ignorant about
their importance in the region's history, Wilder harbored an
appreciation for Indians as persons, a fascination with their way
of life, and an awareness of the pressures tiiat were forcing them
into more and more constricted circumstances. While the author
did not treat Indians in a comprehensive way, her aim was not to
write history but children's fiction. In that, she was true to her
genre, giving readers a sense of the complexities of frontier life
in all its aspects, including relations between Indians and settlers.
Present-day critics have taken Wilder to task for the first
words of her first book. "Once upon a time, sixty years ago, a
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little girl lived in the Big Woods of Wisconsin, in a little gray
house made of logs," Wilder wrote in Little House in the Big
Woods. "The great, dark trees of tlie Big Woods stood all around
the house. . . . As far as a man could go to the north in a day,
or a week, or a whole month, there was nothing but woods.
Tliere were no houses. There were no roads. There were no
people. There were only trees and tlie wild animals who had
tlieir homes among them."' This passage prompted Michael
Dorris, who was part Modoc Indian himself and who had read
Wilder's books to his part-Chippewa daughters, to respond; "Say
what? Excuse me, but weren't we forgetting the Chippewa
branch of my daughters' immediate ancestry, not to mention the
thousands of resident Menominees, Potawatomis, Sauks, Foxes,
Winnebagos, Ottawas who inhabited mid-nineteenth-century
Wisconsin, as they had for many hundreds of yearsl?]"' Indeed,
the land tliat the Ingallses and their fellow European "invaders"—
to borrow a term from historians James Axtell and Francis Jennings—took over in western Wisconsin was Indian country, and
in order to appropriate it non-Indians resorted to every trick
and crime in the book,' "Tliis cozy, fun-filled world of extended Ingallses was curiously empty," Dorris observed, "a pristine
wilderness in which only white folks toiled and cavorted, ate
and harvested, celebrated and were kind to each other."^
If Wilder's slighting of American Indians upset Dorris, her
books' omissions downright infuriated Dennis McAuliffe, Jr. Writing about his family's Osage background, McAuliffe criticizes
Wilder's third book, wliich chronicles the Ingallses' move to the
Osage Diminished Reserve in Kansas in 1869 and 1870. "Little
Laura Ingalls. her sisters and their beloved Ma and Pa were illegal squatters on Osage land," he charges. "She left that detail out
of her 1935 children's book, Little House on the Prairie, as well as
any mention of ongoing outrages—including killings, burnings,
beatings, horse tliefts and grave robberies—committed by white
1. Wilder. Little House In the Big Wootis fNew York: Harper Trophy Book. 1971). pp. 1-2.
2. Micliacl DorriN. 'Tnisting the Words," Booklist 89 (1, 15 June 1993): lHlO,
3. Axteil, 7??e Invasion Within: The Contest of Cultures in Colonial Sorlh America (New
York: Oxford University Pre.ss, 1985), and Jennings, 'Ihe tnnasion of America: Indians, Colonialism, and the Cant of Conquest (Chapel Hill: Universit>- of North Carolina Press, 1975),
4. Dorris, "Trusting ihe Words," p. 1820. For more on Dorris's point of view, see Minneapolis Star-Tribune. 17 Apr. 1996, sec. A, p. 1.
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settlers, such as Charles Ingalls, against Osages living in villages
not more than a mile or two away from the Ingallses' little house."
McAuIiffe finds Charles Ingalls, with his "two-foot-long vinery of
beard" and his "dark, narrow, hard, glassy, chilly, creepy eyes," to
be S(j repulsive that he compares him to Charles Manson, the
Hollywood murderer. "Pa's resume," he contends, "reads like that
of a surfer bum in search of the perfect amber wave of grain. He
couldn't stay in one place or hold down a homestead." McAuIiffe
goes on to note the negative characterizations of the Osages contained in Wilders novel, which he finds "replete with anti-Indian
ethnic slurs." His indictment could not be more passionate.'
Only two and one-half years old when the family moved to
Kansas, Wilder was most likely too young to have understood
or remembered much of what transpired there, helping to
explain why what she wrote about this period was less than
perfectly accurate and comprehensive by today's standards of
historical interpretation. Similarly, Wilder would have remembered nothing of her first two years of life on a farm near
Pepin, Wisconsin, on the edge of the 'Big Woods." The material she used later for Little House in the Big Woods was based
upon the stories of her parents and relatives and her own
memories dating from the family's second stay in the area, after
they had journeyed to Kansas and returned." In her novels.
Wilder wrote from the viewpoint of a girl the same age that she
herself had been at the time most of the action was taking
place. Her narratives develop through the eyes of a young girl,
not through the sophisticated mindset of a well-informed, highly-trained, and politically asaite observer.
In point of fact. Wilder did not refer specifically in her novels
to the Chippewa and other tribes in Wisconsin. Nor, in writing
about her family's stays in and near Walnut Grove, Minnesota,
did she mention by name the Santee Dakota, or eastern Sioux,
whom settlers had pushed out of the western part of the state
and onto a reservation along the Minnesota River. Her description in her unpublished autobiography. "Pioneer Girl," of the
5. McAuIiffe. The Deaths of Syhil Bolton: An American History (New York; Times Bonks,
1994), pp. 111)-13.
6. Ibid.; Donald Zocherl, Laura: The Lije of Laura Ingalls Wilder (New York; Avon, 1976),
pp.
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Uiura Ingatls Wilder sat for
this portrait in 1937. the
year her fourth children's
now!. On the Banks <if Plum
Creek, appeared in print.

family's stay in Burr Oak. Iowa, failed to talk about the Winnebagos, Sauks, and Foxes who had recently inliabited that
region. Nor did she mention the branches of Dakota Indians who
had been pushed from eastern Dakota Territory after the Civil
War as the vast influx of settlers, including the Ingalls family,
arrived with the Great Dakota Boom.^ There were no references
in Wüder's books to George Armstrong Custer or to the Battle of
the Little Bighorn, which had occurred in eastern Montana Territory just three years before her family's arrival in De Smet. Finally, The First Four Years, the posthumously published account of
her first years of married life with Almanzo Wüder from 1885 to
1889, made no mention of the Ghost Dance religion, which grew
to tremendous prciportions in 1889 and culminated in the tragic
Wounded Knee massacre on 29 December 1890."
7. Wilder, "Pioneer Girl." 1930, impaginated. Rose Wilder Lane Papers. Herlien Hoover
Pre5ideniial Library, West Bninth, Eowa.
8. Wilder. The First Four Years (New York: Harper Irophy Book, 1971).
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Although she did not chronicle these specific people or
events, a look at Wilder's autobiography reveals that her own
or her family's personal encounters with Indians were recorded and many would later be inckided in her nine-volume Little House series. In beginning "Pioneer Girl" with her family's
stay of more than a year in Indian territory in southeastern
Kansas, Wilder placed the Osage Indians at the start of her
own story. The author later made this episode the basis for her
third novel. Little House on the Prairie, which revolved around
the issue of forcing Indians off the land so that non-Indians
like the Ingallses could appropriate it for farming.'' The early
pages of "Pioneer Girl" depict Indians, smelling awful because
of the skunk skins they wore, entering the Ingalls cabin to ask
for food and tobacco. Wilder also writes in her autobiography
of accompanying her father to an abandoned Indian camp,
where she and Maiy picked up some beads, and of begging
her parents to get an Indian baby for her to play with. The
Indians, however, remain an incidental presence, and the fundamental nature of Indian-white conflict over control of the
land in Kansas never gets addressed in the brief account.'"
The most prominent treatment of American Indians in the
autobiographical "Pioneer Girl" is its sympathetic treatment of
the French-Indian horseman and gambler the family meets
later in Dakota Territory, who impresses Charles Ingalls as "a
darned good fellow." This story is retold in By the Shores of Silver Lake.^^ Wilder also incorporates into her autobiography the
prediction of an old Indian that the winter of 1880-1881 will
be an especially hard one, a forecast that becomes the central
theme of The Long Winter.^- In addition, "Pioneer Girl" mentions episodes that do not make it into the novels such as a
story of a doctor stealing a mummified Indian baby and sending it to Chicago for examination, an action that almost precipitates war with the Indians. Other things mentioned include
an Indian mound near Spirit Lake, nine miles north of Silver
Lake in Dakota Territory; a story in which Pa pretends to fight
9. Wilder, Little House on the Prairie (New York: Harper Trophy Bœk, 1971).
K). Wilder, "Pioneer Gid."
! 1, Wilder, By the Shores of.Silfer ¡.ake (New York: Harper Trophy Bcwk, 1971),
12. WÜder, The Long Winter (Nev/ York: Harper Trophy Book, 1971), pp. 59-62.
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Indians; and the site of an Indian massacre that had taken
place during the Dakota Conflict of 1862."
In comparison to Wilder"s autobiography, her nine novels
greatly expand the number and extent of references to American Indians. They show up prominently in Little House on the
Prairie, where they drive much of the plot, and in By the
Shores of Silver Lake. In the other volumes, they appear sporadically. Spirit Lake gets mentioned in These Happy Golden
Years. In Farmer Boy, young Alnianzo Wilder wears Indian
moccasins, and his mother bakes "rye'n'injun" bread. Sometimes Indian metaphors get used: Laura and her cousin Lena
yell like Indians, young Almanzo Wilder like a Comanche;
Mary tells Laura to wear her sunbonnet to keep her skin from
turning brown like an Indian's, and little Grace gets a laugh
when she repeats the warning at the time of Laura's marriage.
Sometimes Wilder's references to Indians are presented as positive or nonjudgmental, as in comments about Indian summer
and the first Thanksgiving. In Farmer Boy, an Indian performs
the remarkable athletic feat of running a mile in two minutes
and forty seconds." Other references are pejorative, as in a
Fourth of July speech at De Smet in which the orator of the day
places "the murdering scalping red-skinned savages" alongside
British regulars and their hired Hessians as enemies of the revolutionary patriots.''
To frontier families like the Ingallses and Ma's family, the
Quiners, fighting Indians seemed to have become a familiar way
of life, raising few ethical issues. While visiting the Ingalls family in De Smet, Tom Quiner (Ma's brother) talks matter-of-factly
about having fought Indians in the Black Hills with a group of
gold miners who entered in violation of a treaty setting the area
aside for the Lakota Indians. But he is also honest enough to
13. Wilder, "Pioneer Girl." Suffering under adverse conditions on their reservation along
the Minnesota River, the Santee Dakota Indian.s revolted and killed more ihan seven hundred
non-Indians in 1862. After a military campaign of reprisal, many of the prominent leaders
were hung, and mo.st Santee were expelled from the stale. Howard R. Laniar, ed.. The Netv
Encyclopedia of the American West (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1998), p, 1052.
14. Wilder, Ihese Happy Golden Years (New York: Harper Trophy Botjk, 1971). pp. 171,
283; Farmer Boy (New York: Harper Trophy Book, 1971 ), pp. 4, 79-8Ü. 93. 266; By the Shores
of Silver Lake. p. 52; On the Banks of Plum Creek (New York: Harper Trophy Book, 1971),
p. 81, 143; Little House on the Prairie, p. 122; The long Winter, pp. 54. 58.
15. Wilder, Liale Toum on the Prairie (New York: Harper Trophy Book, 1971). p, 72.
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admit that his own presence in the Black Hills was ethically
dubious, and Wilder's insertion of his comment in These Happy
Golden Years raises an implicit historical issue. 'It was Indian
country,^' Tom noted. "Strictly speaking, we had no right there."'^
The Ingalls family's presence in the Osage Diminished Reserve
in 1869 was also clearly illegal, but the dramatic conflict of Little House on the Prairie shifts the burden of guilt from the
encroaching white settlers to a deceptive, arbitrary federal gov16. Wilder, Téjese Happy Golden Years, pp. 108-9.

60

THE LONG WINTER

Then he tapped his breast with his forefinger. "Old!
Old! I have seenl" he said proudly.
He walked out of the store to his waiting pony and
rode awaj' toward the West.

Helen Sewell divw the
illustrations for theßrst
editions of Wilder's Little
House series, including
this depiction in The Long
Winter of Ihe Indian who
forecast the harsh winter of
1880-1881.

ME STOOD Í'M.I. AND STRAICHT

"Well, I'll be jiggered," Mr. Boast said,
"What was that about seven hig snows?" Almanzo
asked. Pa told him. The Intiian meant that every
seventh winter was a ¡lard winter and thai at the end
of three times seven years came the hardest winter of
all. lie had eonie to telt the white men that thiseoming
«•inter WHS a twenty-first winter, tlut there would be
seven moatlis of blizzards.
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emment, which Wilder depicts as having originally invited nonIndians to enter the region.
The central theme of Little House on the Prairie is the contest
between the settlers and the federal government over the newcomers' right to occupy land set aside as the Osage Diminished
Reserve in 1825. This fifty-mile-wide strip along the southern
border of Kansas had been reserved for the Osage Indians in
reairn for their relinquishing all (ither claims to the area. By the
late 1860s, approximately three hundred full-blood and seven
hundred fifty mixed-blood Osages were living on the reserve, in
Montgomery County, where the Ingallses and others had settled,
anticipating that the Indians" title to the land would soon be
extinguished, the Osages occupied eight villages. The closest
one to the Ingalls cabin was located a few miles away, on the
west side of the Verdigris River about six miles south of the town
of Independence.'" Even though the Osages themselves are not
the focus of the book, Wilder's daughter. Rose Wilder Lane,
referred to it during the editing and revising process as her
mother's "Indian Juvenile."'"
In this book and others in the series, Wilder depicts her own
mother as a stereotypical western woman who was afraid of,
ignorant about, and simply disliked Indians. Caroline Quiner
Ingalls would have been happy to have been rid of them altogether. Such attitudes and actions were notliing unusual. Scholarship has shown them to have been typical—and probably
il. L. Wallace rjuncan. History^ of Montgomery County, Kansas, by Its Oum People (lola.
Kans.; Pre.sN of loia Résister, l'-X)3), p. 7; Paul F Harper. "Surely It Floitvth with Milk ami
Honey": A History of Montgonjery County. Kansas, to Í9.íí> (Independence. Kans.; Independence Community College Pres.s. 1988). pp. 3-5. See also Willartl }i. Rollings, Ihe Osage: An
Ethnohistorical Study of Hegemony on the Prairie Plains (Columbia: LIniversity of Missouri
Press. 1992). and John J. Mathews, The Usages: Children of the .Middle Waters (Nonnsn: University of Oklahoma Press, 1961).
18. kme, Diar>' 1931-1935. 1 Feb.. 19 .May-25 June 1934. Box 22. and Journal. 5 june
1934. Box 23. Lane Papers. Wilder and Lane worked together ciosely in revising and polishing all of the h(X)ks. William T. Anderson documented ihe mother-daughter coUabordtion
in "The Literary Apprenticeship of Laura Ingails Wilder." .South Dakala History 13 (Winter
1983»; 285-.ÍÍ1, and "Uura Ingalls Wilder and Ro.se Wilder Une; Tiie Continuing Collaboration," South Dakota History 16 (Summer 1986); 89-143. See also William Holtz, 77ic Ghast in
the little House: A Life of Rose Wilder Lane (Columbia; University of Missouri Press, 1993);
Ann Romines, Constructing the Little House: Cender. Culture, and Laura Ingalls Wilder
(Amherst; university of Mas.sachusett.s Press, 19971. pp. 4<v49; and John E. Miller. Becoming
Laura Ingalls Witeier: The Woman tK'hind the Legend iCo\umhvd\ Universitj- of Missouri Press,
1998). pp. S-6, 2ÜI. 203. 209-10, 261.
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even predominant—among frontier women.^^ While Wilder's
account may be historically suspect in some areas, she no
doubt portrayed her mother's reactions to Indians with considerable accuracy. As described in the novels, Caroline Ingalls
reacted to the American Indians she encountered in real life
and to the ones she only imagined in her dreams and nightmares by demonizing them and exaggerating the threat they
posed to homesteaders like herself.^^ Tliis reaction was not entire19. On the relationship between Iromier women and Indians, see Cilenda kiley. Women
and Indians on the Frontier. W25-I9I5 (Albiiquerciiie: üni\'ersity of New Mexico Press. 198'i);
Julie Roy Jeffrey-, Frontier Women: Ibe TYans-MississiJ^M West, 1840-1880 (New York: Hill &
Wang. 19"'9), pp. 46-49. 54-55: Carol Fairbanks. Prairie Wortien: Images in American and
Canadian Fiction (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Prens. 1986), pp. lib-56. On relations
between Indians and non-Indians ¡n general, see Rolxrt K Berkliofer. Jr.. The White.Ma7i's Indian. Images of the American Indian ß-om Columbus to the I'resent (New York: Random Hou.se,
1978); Richard Drinnon, Facing Wesl 'Ilje Metaphysics of Indian-Hating and Flm/rire-BiiUding
(Nev.'York: Shcjcken B(X)k.s. 1990); Brian W. Dippie, Ihe Vanishing American: White Attitutiès
and V. S. Indian Policy (Mitldletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press. 1982).
20. See. forexampie. Wilder. Little House on thePraitie. p. 229, and Ihe Long Winter, p. 64.

Caroline Qiiiner ¡ngalls
givw lip an the early ueslern
frontier, where her family's
experiences shaped her
attitudes toward American
Indians.
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ly unnatural for a woman who had grown up in frontier Wisconsin, west of Milwaukee, during the 1840s and 1850s when
there was still a considerable Indian presence in the area, and
who then had further encounters with them at various locations on the frontier as an adult.
Caroline Ingalls had been only four years old when her
father died, and she later told her daughter tJiat friendly Indians had given her struggling family food during the following
winter. Encounters like this may have engendered some sympathy in her toward them, but the Black Hawk War of 1832, in
which approximately seventy settlers and soldiers died in a dispute over land in Wisconsin and Illinois, was also a recent
memory for area residents. News of other outbreaks of racial
violence probably had a negative effect on her, as well, just as
it did on other frontier women. When the Ingalls family moved
west to Walnut Grove, Minnesota, in 1874, they passed near
Lake Shetek, where Indians had killed settlers during the Dakota Conflict of 18Ó2, and doubtless heard stories about the
scores of others who perished in the area, as well. Experiences
like these could only have reinforced whatever fears, prejudices, and animosities had been developing in Caroline Ingalls
over the years.^^
To the degree that there was a culprit in the depiction of
American Indians in Wilder's novels, it was Wilder's mother for
holding certain attitudes and prejudices and not Wilder herself
for writing—probably accurately—about them. If the aim of
the fiction writer is to illuminate the human experience, he or
she is not obliged to state only those things about various
groups—whether they be American Indians, African-Americans, women, men, workers, rich people, or anybody else—
that make readers feel comfortable. Rather, the author must
describe things as they are, were, or could be, helping readers make ethical distinctions and think seriously about the
problems, conundrums, and dilemmas that have always confronted people in their everyday lives. Wilder tempered her
mother's tone by offsetting her attitudes toward Indians with
21. William Anderson, Laura Ingalls Wilder: A Biograpby (New York: HarfierCollins,
1992), pp. 20-21; Lamar, New Encyclopedia, p, 108; Wilder. "Pioneer Girl."
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those of her father, Charles Ingalls, who is presented as having a more enlightened approach.^If Ma feared and despised Indians, Pa was more sympathetic.
"There's some good Indians," he insisted in The Long Winter. "And
they know some things that we don't."-- Charles Ingalls's more
complex understanding of American Indians derived from several sources. Being less tied to home and more able to get out and
about, he had greater opportunity to observe and interact with
them in different settings. From his boyhood in New York State,
he had learned to admire their skills as outdoorsmen, which is
reflected in Pa's remark that "you never saw Indians unless they
wanted you to see them."'' Ingalls's optimistic personality made
him readier to grant that the Indians' intentions were good, and,
being physically stronger and more comfortable with guns than
his wife, he had more confidence in his ability to defend himself,
if necessary. Also, to a limited extent, he acknowledged the priority of Indians on the land. In Little House on the Prairie, after an
Indian had threatened to shtK>t their dog Jack for blocking the trail
that ran past the Ingallses' cabin, Pa remarked, "Well, it's his path.
An Indian trail, long i^iefore we came."'''
Even if the character of Charles Ingalls was willing to recognize an Indian claim on the land, he also believed that they
were doomed to retreat in the face of the country's westv^-ard
expansion. He and his family, of course, stood to benefit from
that development, When a concerned Laura questions him
about what will happen to the Indians, Pa tries to reassure her,
explaining it as part of a vast, impersonal process: ""When white
settlers come into a country, the Indians have to move on. The
government is going to move these Indians farther west, any
time now. That's why weYe here, Laura. White people are going
to settle all this country, and we get the best land because we
22. Miller. Becoming Laura Ingalls Wilder, pp. 25, 31, 47-48. Virginia L. WolFs study. Little House on tbe Prairie: A Reader's Companion (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1996), likewiNe emphasizes the complex vision of American Indians in Wilder's novels. Wolf calls
Wilder's descriptions realistic, indicate.s ihat she provides a full range of opinions, and notes
that the .stereat^'pes derive largely from Wilder's stylistic approach of using the narrative
voice of a young girl (pp. 83-84).
23. Wilder, The Long Winter, p, 64,
24. Wilder, Little House on the Prairie, p. 55.
25. Ibid., p. 231.
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get here first and take our pick. Now do you understand?' 'Yes,
Pa,' Laura said, 'But. Pa, I thought this was Indian Territory.
Won't it make the Indians mad to have to
' 'No more questions, Laura,' Pa said, firmly. 'Go to sleep.'"^
Meanwhile, the settlers needed to maintain peaceful relations with their Indian neighbors to insure their own survival.
Pa displays a keen pragmatism in this regard, aware of how to
accommodate the Indians he encounters and keep their contacts civil. When Indians enter the family's cabin and squat by
the fire, he joins them. He observes that, for the most part, they
are perfectly friendly. "If you treat them well and watch jack,
we won't have any trouble," he advises his family. When their
26. Ibid., p, 237,

T H E TALL INDIAN
"Thar was a darned clnweall!" Pa said. "Well,
it's his path. An Iiiilian tniil, long before we
came."
He dlrovc an iron ring into a log of the house
wall, and he chained jaek to it. After that. Jack
was always chaiiieii. He was chained to the house
in the daytime, and at night he was ehained to
the stable dt>or, because horse-thieves were in the
country now. They had stolen Mr. Edwards'
horses.
Jack grew crosscr and crasser because he was
chained. But it could not he helped. He would
nut admit that the trail was che Indians' trail, he
thought it belonged to Pa. And Laura knew that
something terrible would happen if Jack hurt an
Indian.
In 1953. Harper anJ
Row reissued Wilder's
books with new illustrations
by Garth Williams, tvho
depicted the encounter on
the Indian trail from Little
House on ihe Prairie.
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Charles Ingalls found the
Indians ¡ess tbrvatening
than did his wife and
neighbors.

neighbor. Mr. Scott, asserts that "the only good Indian is a dead
Indian," Pa disagrees. "He figured that Indians would be as
peaceable as anybody el.se if they were let alone," Wilder
wrote. "On the other hand ttiey had been moved west so many
times that naturally they hated white folks. Rut an Indian ought
to have sense enough to know when he was licked."-'
Pa especially admires the character of an Osage leader identified as Soldat du Chêne, the "tall Indian" who. he believes, prevents his compatriots from attacking the white families living
on their land. "That's one good Indian!" Wilder has Pa say at
the end of Little House on tbe Prairie. "NÍ> matter what Mr. Scott
said, Pa did not believe that the only good Indian was a dead
Indian."^" Nevertheless, while Pa generally speaks out opposing
those who criticize or—at the extreme—want to kill Indians, he
also assumes that the Indians' day is over and that they will
eventually have to accommodate themselves to the situation.
27. Ibid., pp. 228-30, 284-85.
28. Ibid., p. 301.
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From Wilder's vantage point in the 1930s, the takeover of
Indian land had most Iike!y seemed inevitable. However, the
author's depiction in Little House on the Prairie of how the
takeover occurred was not entirely accurate. The Ingallses had
joined the post-Civil War msh of settlers determined to push the
Osages out of Kansas and into Ok!ahoma, even though the federal government had promised the tribe protection on its
reserve in perpetuity. While the government deserved condemnation for not upho!ding its end of the bargain with the Osages,
it had not, in fact, invited settiers to invade the region, and federa! troops made at least some attempt to keep them out.
Rather, it was greedy railroad executives, scheming townsite
promoters, and ambitious homesteaders like the Ingallses who
quite knowingly flooded onto the Osage Diminished Reserve
during the late lSoOs.-"^ "The pressure of settlers was central to
the removal of the Kansas tribes," write historians H. Craig
Miner and William E. Unrau."" The settlers' motivations were
complex, but in genera!, James R. Shortridge notes, "morality
was subservient to greed. White Americans wanted agricuitural
lands, railroad rights-of-way, and townsites. Their desire was
overweening enough by 1850 to extinguish a series of solemn
treaties made with the eastern Indians between 1823 and 1843."
As a result, approximately ten thousand Indians, the Osages
among them, were ultimately forced out of Kansas.^'
Wilder's accuracy in describing these iarger events that her
family was a part of is debatable, but that she and Lane visited
Oklahoma in 1933 looking for where the family had !ived in
1869 and 1870 revea!s that she sought to confirm at least some
of the details of their experiences. They never found the homesite and were actually twenty or thirty miles away, a mistake
that comports with Wilder's statement in the novel that the fami!y settled forty mi!es from Independence. In reality, they !ived
thirteen miles southwest of the town. Mother and daughter also
wrote several letters inquiring about "Soldat du Chêne" and
29. Ibid., pp. 47, 237, 273, 316, For a detailed discussion of the .struggle over Osage lands,
see H. Craig Miner and William E. l.inrau, 7&e End of Indian Kansas: A Study of Cultural Revolution, 1854-Î87J (Lawrence: Regents Press of Kansas, 1978), pp. 121-32.
30. Miner and Unrau, The End of Indian Kansas, p. 107,
31. Shortridge, Peopling the Plains. Who Settled Where in Frxmtier Kansas (Lawrence:
University Press of Kan.sas, 1995), p. 16.
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about the historical circumstances surrounding the Ingalls family's stay in the area."
Even with additional research. Wilder was writing sixty-five
years after the fact, describing events that had occurred when she
was two or three years old, although her fictional persona was several years older than that. She could lay small claim to accuracy in
every detail. Stories passed down to her by her parents, refracted
through the prism of her own knowledge and preconceptions and
faded v^ith tlie passage of time, made for poor history. Just as she
mistook the location of the family's cabin, for instance, she also
seems to have mistakenly believed that her father had joined a
posse that set out to lynch the legendaiy "Bloody Bender" clan.
For years, these murderous thugs had lured unwary travelers into
their roadside store, killing, robbing, and burying them on the
premises. In fact, the Benders were not pursued as murder suspects until a couple of years after the Ingalls family had already
moved on.'' Although Wilder did not include the Bender story in
her novel of the Kansas experience, it and other stories like it provided grist for her literary imagination. Polished to a high degree
by Lane, the material passed on to her by her father and mother
became tlie basis for a gem of a novel that helped consolidate
Wilder's reputation as a popular children's author.
32, Wilder probal>ly heard of Soldat du Chêne from her father, who appears to have
mistakenly believed thai an Osage hy that name had been involved in the events the family experienced. Librarian Helen M. McFarland of the Kansa.s State Historical Society wrote
Wilder: "¡ have been unable to find a reference to your story of the Indian chief who was
friendly to the while settlers. It is evident that during the years 1870-71 tlie Indians were
greatly disturbed by the white invasion, but no place do I find even a remote suggestion
of your story nor of a gathering of tribes in the locality of your father's home" (McFar*
land to Wilder, 19 June 1933, Box 14. Lane Papers^. Soldac du Chêne had lived in the area
earlier, and a letter from R. B. Selvidge of Mu.skogee, Oklahoma, may have encouraged
Wilder lo believe thai he was present at the time her family lived there. Selvidge wrote:
"The chief of the Osages at that time was named Le-Soldat-du-Chene. This man was very
friendly to the white people" (Selvidge to Wilder, 5 July 1933. Box 14, Lane Papers). See
also Grant Foreman to Rose Wilder Lane, 26, 27 Mar, 1933, B'M 14, Lane Papers; Anderson, Laura ¡ngalls Wilder: A Biograpby, p. 201; Holtz, Cbost in tbe Little House, p. 253.
33- Wilder and Lane, A Little House Sampler, ed. William T. Anderson (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1988), pp. 220-22; Edith Connelley Ross, "The Bloody Benders," Kansas
Historical Collections 17 (1926-1928): 464-79. On Wilder's use of memory in t!ie writing of
her lxK.)ks, see John E. Miller, Laura ingalls Wilder s Little Toivri: Wbere History and Literature Meet (Lawrence: University Press of Karusas, 1994). The author recognized how fickle
her own memory could be. Expressing Irustration to Lane while they were working on the
manuscript of Tbe Long Winter, she wrote, "Strange how my memory fails me on all but the
high tights" (Wilder to Lane, 8 Oct. 1938, Box 13, Lane Papers).
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Rose Wilder Lane encouraged
and assisted her mother in
researching and writing the
eight-iKiltime series about her
frontier childhood.

Wilder's genre was fiction—and children's fiction at that. She
was not writing history and should not be judged by its .standards. Moreover, she wrote from a viewpoint reflecting the mentality of a child close to the age that she had been at the time tlie
events being described to<_)k place. Whenever Lane I')elieved her
mother was beginning to edge beyond this naiTative framework,
she reminded her.*^' Wiider's stories were admittedly autobiographical, and she and Lane always insisted that everything in
them was tnie—as true as they could possibly make it. In private,
between themselves, they acknowledged that some names had
been changed, facts bent, clironology altered, episodes embellished, and scenes manufactured out of whole cloth for the purpose of making a l:>etter story. On one manuscript Wilder noted
that the events had not occuiTed exactly as she described them,
"but why spoil a good story for truth's sake?"'^
Considering the purposes that motivated her. the resources
available to her, and the self-imposed constraints on her writing
34. Lane t« Wilder. 19 Dec. 1937, Box 13, Lane Papers.
35. Laura IngalLs Wilder, note on manuscript of 7fee/-7rsf Four Ke«rs, Box In, Lane Papers.
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style, Wilder can be credited with doing a more-than-adequate
job in dealing with Indians in her novels. Tlie ultimate question
is not how literally accurate and comprehensive her novels were,
but whether in writing them she was fair, honest, and tme to the
general situation. Judged by those criteria. Wilder deserves—if
not tlie highest marks by current standards—at least absolution
from the charge that she maligned and misrepresented Indians
and recognition that she dealt with her material in a balanced and
aboveboard way. Any fair assessment of her writings has to recognize that on this theme, as on so many others, Wilder displayed a considerable talent for illustrating the complexities of
life and the realities that people experience every day.
To discern Wilder's true attitudes about other cultural groups,
a more direct source than her novels can be found in her writings as a fann journalist between 1911 and 1924. The pieces that
she wrote for the Missouri Ruralist, a semimonthly farm newspaper, are moral in tone, didactic in purpose, and reflective of
Wilder's assumptions and beliefs, often reading like the sermons
she must have listened to at the Mansfield MethcKlist church.
Here, Wilder honed her skills as a describer and interpreter of the
human scene, discerning the drama and meaning of everyday
events, commenting on the vagaries of human naaire, and learning how to get her point across in eight hundred to one thousand words,^' Shortly after returning from the 1915 Pan American
Exposition in San Francisco, where she stayed with Lane for several weeks, she related to her readers a conversation she had
overheard between two women at the fair; 'Said tlie first woman,
'How do you like San Francisco?' The other replied, 'I don't like
San Francisco at all! Everyvc'here I go there is a Chinaman on one
side, a Jap on the other and a n
behind.'" Wilder criticized
the narrow-minded provinciality of tlie pair, urging her readers to
remain open-minded in their relations with otliers and to look for
the beauty, charm, and goodness in people, regardless of color."
36. WilderVs Missouri Ituralist cohimns rcfiecl .subtle and complex insights into human
naiLirt' and l^t'iiLivIor. Many of iheni are reprinted in Stephen W. Hines, ed.. Little House in
the Ozarks: A Laura Ingalls Wilder Sampler. Ihe Hediscoivred Writings (Na.shvilk-, lenn,;
Thomas Nelson, 1991 ). For an analysis of their themes and ideas, see John E. Miller. "Laura
Itigalls Wilders Apprenticeship as a Farm Author," in Papers of the Twenty-sixth Annual
Dakota History Conference, comp, .\rthur R, Hiisehoe and Hany F. Thompson (Sioux Falis,
S.Dak.: Center for Western Studies. Augustana College, 1994). pp. 481-88.
37. Missouri Ruralist. 5 Mar. 1916.
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By today's standards, Wilder might be indicted for being deficient in her views on race, gender, and social groups. Living in
soutliwest Missouri—in the hean of the Ozark Mountains and in
a border state—she could hardly avoid incorporating some of
the frequently crude and unenlightened prejudices of her time
and place. Local newspaper articles routinely mentioned the
race of African-American criminals and suspects (referring to
them as "negroes'), printed crude jokes, ran racially stereotyped
canoons and illustrations, and generally reflected a failure even
to consider the possibility that black people deserved or could
possibly attain equality with whites.'' That Wilder might have
reflected some of these ideas and behaviors is not to be wondered at. More remarkable was the degree to which she transcended the standard prejudices and attitudes of the time.
Quite telling in this regard is a comment she made in her diary
as she and Almanzo traveled from De Smet to their new home in
Mansfield in 1894. Noting the beauty of the James River Valley as
they approached the Missouri River, she wrote on 23 July: "I wished
for an artist's hand or a poet's brain or even to be able to tell in good
plain prose how beautifiil it was. If I had been the Indians I would
have scalped more white folks before I ever would have left it."'"
Four years after the Wounded Knee massacre, Wilder was aware of
and sympathetic enough to the Indians' point of view to speak in
rather blunt terms about the injustice that had been done them.
Placing her published writings and private thoughts in context, it should be apparent that Wilder—rather than being guilty
of gross insensitivity or blatant prejudice toward Indians—was
considerably advanced in her attitudes toward Indians in particular and toward other ethnic groups in general, Considering
the circumstances in which she grew up and the conditions in
which she lived most of her life, her stance was a substantial
accomplishment. The proper question to ask is not why she
was so bad in this regard but why she was so good.'
•1Ü

38. See issues of the weekly MansfieUt Mirror during the period.
39. Wilder, On the Way Home: The Diary of a Trip from South Dakota to Mansfield. Missouri, in 1894 (New York: Harper & Row, 1962). pp. 23-24.
40. Trying to answer that question is risky and necessarily inferential. Her lather's influence
would seem pertinent, and her reading of tlie Bible also lau¿it her tolerance and love for others. For more, see Miller, Becoming Laura Ingalls Wilder, pp. 29. 33-35. 42. 56-58, 62, 131-32.
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