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Historical Musings
The Comedy ofthe Commons; or, My Life
on the Post-Colonial Plains

THOMAS D. ISERN

Editors' Note: With this issue, South Dakota History introduces "Historical
Musings," an occasional feature designed to present essays on researching
and writing history. Written by working historians, these essays will reflect
upon various aspects of historiography—the techniques, theories, and principles of historical scholarship. As "thought pieces" rather than formal research
presentations, they ofFer a more personal perspective, allowing historians to
share thoughts about their discipline and giving readers insights into the craft
of history.

Come all you jolly fellows, and listen to my song.
There are not many verses, it will not detain you long.
It's conceming some young fellows who did agree to go
And spend one summer pleasantly—on the range ofthe buffalo.^
Irony is the fiber ofthat great and gory ballad ofthe plains, "The Range
of the Buffalo." This chap Crego, the buffalo hunter who promised his
skinners a summer spent pleasantly on the Llano Estacado, and every
other charlatan who sold us a mirage in this semiarid land, we'll get even
with them, won't we? And when we tell about it, the story will drip with
irony—just like when we left old Crego's bones to bleach on the range of
the buffalo.
i
This article was originally presented as a keynote address at the thirty-second annual Dakota
Conference on History, Literature, Art, and Archaeology held at Augustana College in Sioux
Falls, South Dakota, 26 May 2000.
I. This verse is the opening stanza ofthe traditional ballad, "The Range ofthe Buffalo," or
"The Buffalo Skinners." See John A. Lomax and Abn Lomax, American Ballads and Folksongs
{New York: Macmillan Co., 1934), p. 390.
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Here is a piece of irony on the buffalo range ofthe twenty-first century.
The North American bison today is proliferating on the Northern Great
Plains as an object of animal husbandry and cooperative enterprise. The
world's largest dedicated kill floor for the processing of bison is that ofthe
North American Bison Cooperative in New Rockford, North Dakota.
Modem bison culture got its start in the region as a historical curiosity, as
a "guy thing"—men indulging their historical interests in the Wild West
by keeping a few specimens of it in the home pasture. Survivors that they
are, the bison multiplied. Their keepers were happily surprised when
markets materialized, a producer-owned cooperative was formed, and
they, the eccentric antiquarians, were transformed by success into prophets with honor.^
Now comes Frank Popper, returning to the northern plains in 1999
and declaring himself to be the prophet. You may remember Deborah Epstein Popper and Frank J. Popper, authors ofthat controversial paper published in Planning magazine in 1987, "The Great Plains: From Dust to
Dust."î This study was the one that reviewed the history of the Great
Plains as a chronicle of unremitting failure marked by impoverishment
and degradation. The authors proposed that the federal government step
in to relieve private landowners of their holdings, remove them from the
region, and constitute a vast new federal domain. "The federal government's commanding [please note the adjective, "commanding"] task on
the Plains for the next century will be to recreate the nineteenth century,
to reestablish what we would call the Buffalo Commons," the authors
concluded. "Most ofthe Great Plains will become what all ofthe United
States once was—a vast land mass, largely empty and unexploited.""*
The Poppers, under heavy criticism and personal abuse from people
resident on the plains, later claimed that their proposal was only a diag2. Remarks on the state ofthe bison indmtry on the northern plains derive from research
under my 1999 Larry Remele Memorial Fellowship from the North Dakota Humanities
Council. This research is still formative, but for summaries, see Tom and Lotte Isem, Beets
and Bison: Commodity Cultures ofthe Northern Plains (Bismarck: North Dakota Humanities
Council, 2000), and Tom Isem, "Beets and Bison: Commodity Cultures ofthe Northern
Plains," www.plainsfolk.com/b&b/.
3. Planning 53 (Dec. 1987): 12-18. Remarks in this section are based on media coverage of
the lecture engagements of Frank Popper in Fargo, North Dakota, in January 1999. Radio
and television interviews were not archived, but for newspaper coverage, see Fargo Forum,
30-31 Jan. 199g.
4. Ibid.. p. 18.

Copyright © 2003 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

66 I South Dakota History

VOL. 53, NO. I

nosis, not a prescription; that they had not advocated that the federal government take coercive action but only pointed out that the process was
inevitable. Examination of their original text, however, shows these later
qualifications to be prevarications.^
Frank Popper now counts the bison multiplying on the northern plains
and claims vindication for the concept of the Buffalo Commons. He
doesn't get it. The bison industry on the plains is, in fact, the antithesis of
his thesis. The underlying concept of the Buffalo Commons is regional
retrenchment. The argument is that civilization has failed here, and its
vestiges—including its people—should be removed, with the land given
over to free-ranging buffalo. Buffalo husbandry as practiced today, however, is in no sense a retrenchment. The founders of the North American
Bison Cooperative practice intensive rotational grazing, a style of management that produces greater revenue from the land than any other
scheme currently conceivable. They are not retrenching; they are ratcheting up. Here is the vision of the founding father of the regional bison industry. Ken Throlson: "The country? We could revive main streets some.
, . . If you have 80 good buffalo cows, you make a good living. Your kids
will do what everyone else's kids will do. You don't need two townships,
you don't need thousands of acres. The huge farm destroyed our culture
in North Dakota. . . . We could have a larger population in North Dakota
than we've ever had before. Because you could have so many farms with
bison. It doesn't take a big farm."''
This is the new irony of the buffalo range. This is, in the words of my title, the "Comedy of the Commons." That phrase is a perversion of the title
to a famous essay in Science magazine in 1968, "The Tragedy of the Commons" by Garrett Hardin, who argued that the world needed coercive policies in population control, pollution control, and so on.? His was a postfrontier frame of mind. Because there were no more wide-open spaces,
we all had to behave more responsibly, and that would require more laws
and regulations than we were accustomed to. Hardin compared the situation in 1968 to that of early modem Britain, when population had begun
to grow and capitalism had begun to stir. Every herdsman then put more
cattle into the common grazing lands for the sake of personal profit, and
5. On the regional controversy over and foliow-up to the Poppers' Buffalo Commons proposal, see Anne Mathews, Where the Buffalo Roam (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1992).
6. Interview with Ken Throlson, New Rockford, N.Dak., } Sept 1999.
7. Hardin. "The Tragedy of the Commons," Science 162 (13 Dec. 1968): 124J-48.
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The North American Bison Cooperative of New Rockford, North Dakota, has encouraged the resurgence of bison on the plains as an object of animal husbandry.

the community thereby destroyed its common resource. It became necessary, therefore, to restrict the privileges of common grazing.
Ironically, the Poppers at the close of the twentieth century argued for
coercion on grounds opposite those of Hardin. They contended the government should step in and direct affairs on the plains because population
was disappearing and individualistic capitalism was failing. In these circumstances, they saw an opportunity to impose a new order on the land.
The Rhetoric of Conquest

I

Where the buffalo paws o'er a prairie sea,
O bury me not on the lone prairie.^

In the opening chapter of his ambitious memoir. My Life on the Plains,
George Armstrong Custer wrote, "Comparing the surface of the country
to that of the ocean, a comparison often indulged in by those who have
8. From the traditional folk song, "The Dying Cowboy," or "Oh, Bury Me Not on the Lone
Prairie." See John Lomax, Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads (New York: Macmillan.
1930), PP-3-8-
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seen both, it does not require a very great stretch of the imagination,
when viewing this boundless ocean of beautiful living verdure, to picture
the successive undulations as gigantic waves, not wildly chasing each
other to or from the shore, but standing silent and immovable, and by
their silent immobility adding to the impressive grandeur of the scene. "^
Custer presents a standard metaphor: the prairie as the sea. The proof of
a metaphor, it seems to me, is that it should be reversible. It should be
possible to compare the sea to the prairie. Have you ever heard a plainsperson exclaim, on viewing the ocean, "This is just like the prairie!"? Of
course not. To a person of a maritime culture, the sea is an invitation, a
highway leading to grand places. Much of the history of exploration by
maritime peoples is in the seeking of water passages around land. To a
person of a prairie culture, however, a person of continentatity. an ocean
is a barrier. A boat is like a prison, but with the imminent possibility of
drowning.
What, I wonder, is the motive for propounding the maritime metaphor
on the prairies? This comparison is not an innocent literary conceit; it is
an assertion of dominion. It is to say, I no longer fear this place. I can navigate it. I can command it.
My Life on the Plains is a text of conquest, much of which is explicit in
the content, for Custer is explaining why the region should be cleared of
its natives. Much also is implicit in the rhetoric—beginning with the ritual of naming. No longer, he asserts, should this land be known as the
"Great American Desert." Rather, and thus "enlarging the limits of civilization," it must be known hereafter as "The Plains."'°
My reading of Custer today takes place at a time when literary theory
commands the intellectual landscape from the academy just as confidently as Custer commanded the plains from the saddle. We have these
generations of dominion in intellectual life. A generation ago physics
ruled, but in the closing years of the twentieth century, that which is positive and particular has given way to that which is relative and malleable.
Even as scholars in other fields made sport of the silly word games indulged in by literary scholars of post-modern and post-structuralist proclivities, they felt the ground shifting under them.

g. George Armstrong Custer, My Life on the Plains; or. Personal Experiences with Indians
(1874; reprint ed., Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1962), p. 5.
to. Ibid., p. 3.
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Much of the literary ferment of our generation has been pointless academic gamesmanship, and it deserves to be skewered and satired. One
branch of the new literature, though, deserves the attention of all
thoughtful people on the plains of North America. This is the body of literature that scholars have labeled "post-colonial." Let me attempt a working definition of this term and explain why someone in Hettinger, North
Dakota, or Hermosa, South Dakota, should care about it,"
ri. The handiest introduction to post-coionialism is Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and
Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (London: Routledge, 1989). Another work that particularly influenced my remarks in this essay
was Edward W. Said, Culture and ImperiaUsm (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994)-

Custer, pictured here during his 1874 expedition to the Black Hills, used a renaming
rhetoric of conquest and domination in My Life on the Plains.
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Post-colonialism is a way of thinking and writing that results from the
experience of colonialism and of growing out of colonialism. It derives
from the messy situation of old empires falling and new patterns of
power and thought not quite formed up, creating a sort of guerilla culture
of opposition. People of post-colonial cultures have problems with identity and with the sense of place. They want to distinguish themselves
from the old order and root themselves where they are, but they are better
at severing the old roots than at putting dovra new ones. For the time being, then, the post-colonial identity embraces the status of disaffection
and marginality and subverts any center of power.
Post-colonialism is commonly identified with places like India or New
Zealand, but it seems to me impossible for any self-conscious plainsperson to read the definitions and literatures of post-colonialism and not
think, "That is where we are." Any serious reader of regional history—any
reader of such old warhorses as Earl S. Pomeroy, Vemon C. Fowke, and
Carl F. Kraenzel, or ofthe new western historians such as William Cronon—knows that the Great Plains are a colonial region.'^ The plains have
always paid tribute in staples to the metropolitan centers to the east, have
cringed culturally to the same centers, have resented the metropolis because of this situation of dependency, and have struggled, therefore, with
issues of identity and place.
From the post-colonial standpoint, it is easy to classify the writings of
George A. Güster. His is a rhetoric of conquest. The land is deliberately
renamed from "Great American Desert" to "The Plains," thereby making
it desirable. The natives ofthe land, then, are debased as savages, so that
they lose purchase on public sympathy and can be removed.
Why is it not equally evident to us all that the language ofthe Poppers
is also a rhetoric of conquest? The land is deliberately renamed from "The
Plains" to "Buffalo Gommons." thereby making it undesirable. The natives of the land are debased as failures, so that they lose purchase on
public sympathy and can be removed.
For what purpose are the plains to be emptied of humanity and stocked
with buffalo? As we address this question, we must free our minds from
12. See Pomeroy, The Territories and the Uniud States, i86i-i8go: Studies in Colonial Administration (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 1947); Fowke, The National Policy and the Wheat Economy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1957); Kraenzel, The Great
Plains in Transition (Norman; University of Oklahoma Press, 1955); and Cronon, Nature's
Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1991).
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fantasies of a restoration of nature, whereby buffalo might again roam
freely in untold numbers, grazing their fill on native grasses, rolling gaily
in their wallows, swinging their woolly heads majestically as they tread
ancient paths. Nature primeval cannot be put back together again. More
specifically, bison cannot just be loosed on the plains with the expectation
that they will prosper. The biological situation has changed. Bison were in
decline long before Crego and his skinners took to the field with their
needle guns and skinning knives. At the heart of the complex of causes
was bovine brucellosis, which causes spontaneous abortion of calves. Bison have proliferated under animal husbandry on the plains because of
systematic eradication of brucellosis in commercial herds, as in domestic
cattle. Bison without husbandry can no longer flourish on the plains.''
The intent of the Buffalo Commons is to establish not nature but an
amusement park. Does no one else see the obvious parallel to Jurassic
Park}'* A mad dreamer envisions a place where the fossil past can be restored and at the same time controlled for the amusement of well-to-do
recreationists—build this place and they will come, for the safari experience. This vision to recreate nature is the ultimate arrogance, the ultimate domination. Nature is to be made over the way we want it, defined
and confined for our entertainment.
I have waited a long time before commenting in print on the Buffalo
Commons; this is my first venture into what has become a rutted field of
controversy that has dissipated the people of the plains and enriched
those commentators with good press agents. Now 1 think I understand,
though, why the reaction of the people of the plains to the Poppers' proposals was so angry and explosive.
First, it offended our producerist values. We have become comfortable
with being a colonial hinterland producing and extracting basic goods—
13, The pioneering articles on the decline of bison populations in the nineteenth century
are by Dan Flores: "Bison Ecology and Bison Diplomacy: The Southern Plains from 1800 to
1850," Journal of American History 78 (1991): 465-85, and "The Great Contraction: Bison and
Indians in Northern Plains Environmental History." in Legacy: New Perspectives on the Battle
of Little Bighorn, ed. Charles E, Rankin (Helena: Montana Historical Society Press, 1996),
Remarks in this essay as to the viability of free-ranging bison in the twenty-first century are
my own conclusions, based on the interviewing and fellowship research cited in footnote 2.
I date the advent of bovine brucellosis on the plains decades earlier than does Flores—a different reading of the same sources.
14, Michael Crichton, Jurassic Park {New York: Knopf, 1990). The 1993 film based on the
book was directed by Steven Spielberg and produced by Universal Pictures.
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things like food and energy—for the metropolis. Because we produce basic stuff, we think we are the salt of the earth. We may be going broke producing basic stuff, but we have our pride. Now come the Poppers to say
that we should be carneys shilling an amusement park instead. We would
rather shovel, uh, manure.
Second, we reacted to the rhetoric. The Poppers had a plan, and they
knew how to pose it effectively in the rhetoric of conquest. The people of
the plains had no plan, and they lacked defenses against the rhetoric. Here
is a maxim for post-colonial life: you have to have a plan for your country,
because if you do not, someone else will. Further, you need to recognize
the rhetoric of conquest and know enough of the post-colonial alternative
to mount a defense. The defense might buy time while you come up with
a plan, or until things change enough to make the crisis moot.
The Doctrine of Retrenchment
Poor old Kuzyk down the road
The heartache, hail and hoppers brought him down
He gave it up and went to town '5

It is hard to make a plan for the good life when your regional mythology
embraces hardship, failure, marginality, and victim status. The guerilla
rhetoric of post-colonialism is a survivalist phenomenon. It is better at
suppressing initiatives than at nurturing them. Its stories are made for
tearing things down, not building them up. The great stories of the Creat
Plains—its meta-narratives, a literary scholar would call them—are two.
First, there is the story of grasslands ecology."^ The essential theme here
is environmental determinism. Given a certain environment—climate,
soils, and so on—a grassland ecologist says that a certain stable state of
things, a certain climax formation, is destined to be. Since climax is static,
how can there be a story? The story line of grasslands ecology is called succession. Through succession, the complex of living things in the given environment moves toward its predestined end. When Europeans arrived,
15. Stan Rogers, "Field behind the Plow," from Northwest Passage (Dundas, Ontario: Fogarty's Cover, 1981), compact sound disc and audiocassette.
16. On the history of grasslands ecology, see Ronald C. Tobey, Saving the Prairies: The Life
Cycle of the Founding School of American Plant Ecology. 1S95-1955 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981). The best single treatise representing its principles is ). E, Weaver and F.
W, Albertson, Grasslands of the Great Plains: Their Nature and Use (Lincoln, Nebr.: Johnsen
Publishing Co., 1956),
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according to this story, there was stability in the climax formation of
prairie. Then European hiimankind—people generally considered by ecologists not to be part of nature and capable only of messing it up—arrived
and messed up the prairie. Naturally, in their arrogance they planted a civilization that, because it disregarded the constraints of environment in a
stingy land, had to fail. The story since then is one of succession back to
some stable state, some new climax formation that can stand. This means
the general dismantlement of Euro-American, Euro-Canadian civilization
on the prairie until we achieve the forgiveness of nature.
The other great story of the Creat Plains is like unto the first. Its essential theme is the inexorable working of agricultural economics. Sometime
in the 1920s, agricultural economists decided there were too many farms
on the plains.'? Small, numerous farms were unprofitable. The solution
was consolidation, combining small units together in search of economies of scale. When farms got big enough to be profitable, they would
be stable, and there would be order on the land. The same went for towns,
roads, schools, churches, and all the trappings of civilization established
in the region. Most of them had to go.
',
Both of these stories deserve deconstmction. The problem with the
first is that there is no such thing as a stable climax formation, except as
an article of faith. No one ever has seen one. The state of nature is not stability but transition. The problem with the second story is that consolidation does not achieve economies of scale. Combine small, unprofitable
farms together and you get large, unprofitable farms. Keep consolidating
school districts in search of some magic number of students and your
kids are never in school—they are riding buses all day.
Instead of rejecting these meta-narratives on the basis of experience to
the contrary, we of the plains have woven them together into a rope of
myth named by historian Elwyn Robinson of North Dakota the "TooMuch Mistake."'^ Robinson argued that the pioneering generation on the
17. The backgrounds of some key economists can be found in works such as William D.
Rowley. M. L Wilson and the Campaign for the Domestic Allotment (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1970), and Richard S. Kirkendall, Social Sdentists and Farm Politics in the Age of
Roosevelt {Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1966).
18. The handiest source on the Too-Much Mistake and Robinson's six themes is the reprint of Elwyn B, Robinson's "The Themes of North Dakota History" in Janet Daley Lysengen and Ann M. Rathke, eds.. The CenUnnial Anthology of North Dakota History {Bismarck: StateHistoricalSocietyofNorthDakota. 1996), pp. 1-15. See «¡so Tom Isem, "Elwyn
Robinson's Six Themes," v^ww.ndsu.nodak.edu/instruct/isern/431/6themes,htm.
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plains made the mistake of overestimating the capacity ofthe land to sustain human enterprise. Since the pioneers made too many of everything
(towns, farms, schools, churches), it was up to future generations to dismantle, wisely, the work of settlement. The doctrine of regional retrenchment says our only hope is orderly retreat. It says. Will the last person to
leave Loyalton please turn out the lights?
I

The End of History
Goodbye to my Palo Duro,
Goodbye to your ranges that I love so true.
Goodbye to your river,
Your bright painted canyons,
I'll never do better than you.'9

Given the meta-narradves ofthe Great Plains, it is time I set out to find a
new line of work. Look around—the landscape is vacant. Perhaps nature
is reclaiming the countryside, or perhaps it is Versatile tractors, but one
way or the other (prohably both) the job is about done. This fact means
that my job is about done, too, because I am a historian, and we have
reached the end of history on the Great Plains.
You may recognize the phrase. It belongs to Francis Fukuyama, author
of The End of History and the Last Man, published in 1992.2° In this provocative work, Fukuyama announced that with the fall ofthe Soviet Union and the eclipse of international communism, we had reached the end
of history. The story of history, he argued, was the long struggle of liberal
democracy against a succession of evils, the last and greatest of which was
totalitarian communism. Liberal democracy having triumphed, history
was over.
Fukuyama's model for history is much like that ofthe Biblical fundamentalist. Good and evil struggle through time, many lives are lost—some
for their own perverseness and others just for keeping bad company—but
eventually there is a showdown, good triumphs over evil, and the credits
roll. You also will recognize this scenario as the plot of The Virginian.
I confess that I find the doctrines of Fukuyama, especially those resting

19. Andy Wilkinson, "Goodbye to My Palo Duro," from Charlie Goodni^t (Lubbock: Grey
Horse Press, 1994), compact sound disc and audiocassette.
20. Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free Press, 1992).
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on the writings of German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, compelling.
I could discourse at length about the people ofthe plains today, with their
aversion to the hard work of community building and their condominiums in Arizona, as the personification of Nietzsche's degenerate Last
Man, but I am not going there now. I am interested here in Fukuyama's
model of history—the idea that history has a unifying theme and, therefore, a logical end.
If we believe this is the way history works, then indeed we have reached
the end of history on the Great Plains. If the story of life on the plains is
simply the correction of the Too-Much Mistake, then my work here is
done, and if Fukuyama is to be believed, I will search in vain for profitable
employment elsewhere.
The Question of Identity
But our good times are all gone
And I'm bound for movin' on
I'll look for you if I'm ever
back this way,"

Americans seem not to have noticed that history is over with. According
to Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen in The Presence ofthe Past, a work reporting results from a nationwide survey of pubhc attitudes toward history, Americans are steeped in historicism." They attend reunions, visit
historic sites, research their families, watch the History Ghannel, and in
myriad ways show that history is vital to them. They hate it in school, but
they love it in everyday life. Academic historians, of course, are clueless as
to what to do about this situation.
The historicism of Americans is double-distilled among people ofthe
plains. It is more pervasive here than anywhere else, and more grassroots
in its manifestation. It lives in threshing bees, quilting meetings, blackpowder encampments. It speaks through every worn-out cowboy boot upturned atop a fencepost, every rusty separator parked on a hillside along
the road. We have so few people, and so darned much history, that each of
us has to carry a heavy parcel of it.
2t. Ian Tyson, "Four Strong Winds," from / Outgrew the Wagon (Santa Monica: Vanguard
Recording Society, 1989), compact sound disc and audiocassette.
22. Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen, The Presence ofthe Past: Popular Uses of History in
American Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998).
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If history is over with, then why bother to carry these heavy burdens?
Well, no one really thinks that history is over with. I used to have the best
bird dog in North Dakota, a Labrador retriever named Bancroft, his very
name an expression of faith in the progression of history toward victory
for liberal democracy.^' Now, though, 1 have a new retriever whose name
is Amie, short for Arnold Toynbee.^4 Like most plains folk with experience in the cattle business or the petroleum industry, I am more inclined to believe a history that is cyclical and lets me play an ongoing part
in it.
In my heart, though, I am not confident that cycles recur, that I'll ever
be back this way again, but I do think it is necessary and proper for a historian employed by a land-grant university, for a public intellectual, to attempt to make sense of what I think I know about history. Not believing
in the progress of history, I cannot say where we are going. Not believing
in the cycles of history, I cannot predict what is going to happen next.
What I can try to do is to say who we are and where we are. I'm roasting
that post-colonial chestnut, the identity question.
The Scent of Wolf Willow
Feeling thunder in his eyes,
Indian dreamer under Indian sfeies.^5

The only book I know named for a smell is Wolf Willow by Wallace Stegner.^^ It is one of four texts central to a National Endowment for the Humanities seminar I directed during the summer of 2000 under the
title "The Great Plains from Texas to Saskatchewan: Questions of Place
and Identity."27 like the other three texts, and like so many other postcolonial texts, Wolf Willow flouts the conventions of format with its mix
of history, memoir, fiction, and reflective essay. In my closing passages
23. The reference is to George Bancroft, nineteenth-century American historian, who celebrated American democracy as the wave of the future.
24. Arnold Toynbee, twenheth-century British historian, is knovra for the concept of
cycles in history, especially ihe cycles of challenge and response that define nations.
25. Chuck Suchy, "Indian Dreamer," from Different Line of Time (Mandan, N.Dak.: Little
Bluestem Records, 1999). compact sound disc and audiocassette.
26. Stegner, Wolf Willow: A History, a Story, and a Memory of the Last Plains Frontier (1955;
reprinted., Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1980).
27. The seminar was presented for a second time in the summer of 2002 with the subtitle: "Place, Memory, Identity." See www,plainsfolk.com/seminar/.

Copyright © 2003 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

SPRING 2 0 0 3

Historical Musings

77

Participants in the National Endowment for the Humanities seminar cross the Frenchman River footbridge in Eastend, Saskatchewan, where Wallace Stegner smelled the

here, though, I am interested not in form but rather in the senses and the
sense of place. The cloying scent of the wolf willow on the banks of the
Frenchman River conjured for Stegner the sense of place in a way that
words cannot. Where does this evocative sense of the senses come from?
1 always wondered until 1 read Duane's Depressed—the third work in the
trilogy by Larry McMurtry (a student of Stegner's at Stanford University)
that began with The Last Picture Show and continued with the more lightweight Texasville.^^ When Duane parks his pickup and takes to walking,
holes up with his dog in a cabin, and in general exhibits serious signs of
crisis in late middle age, his psychiatrist in Wichita Falls tells him to read
Proust—two volumes, twenty-two centimeters thick. Remembrance of
28. McMurtry, The Last Picture Show (New York: Dell Publishing Co., 1966); Texasville
(New York: Sinion & Schuster, 1987): Duane's Depressed (New York: Simon & Schuster,
1999).
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Things Past. The French novelist Marcel Proust is known in western literature for developing the theme of memory and for employing sensory
triggers to prompt effusions of remembrance. Here is Proust, recounting
how the taste of a madeleine, a tea-cake, triggered the recollections of
childhood:
And suddenly the memory returns
And once I had recognized the taste
of the crumb of madeleine soaked in her decoction of lime-flowers which
my aunt used to give me . . . immediately the old grey house upon the
street, where her room was, rose up like the scenery of a theatre to attach itself to the little pavilion, opening on to the garden, which had been built
out behind it for my parents ... and with the house the town ... the Square
where I was sent before luncheon, the streets along which I used to run errands, the country roads we took when it was fine.^9
Here is Stegner:
It was with me all at once, what I came hoping to re-establish . . . and it
comes partly from the children and the footbridge and the river's quiet
curve, but much more from the smell. For here, pungent and pervasive, is
the smell that has always meant my childhood. I have never smelled it anywhere else, and it is as evocative as Proust's madeleine and tea
The tantalizing and ambiguous and wholly native smell is no more than the shrub
we called wolf vdllow, now blooming with small yellow flowers. It is the
wolf willow . . . that brings me home.J"
Suddenly, everything about Stegner made sense, particularly after I followed up reading McMurtry's subsequent book of essays, Walter Benjamin at the Dairy Queenj' Proust is the guiding spirit of Stegner, McMurtry, W. O. Mitchell, and a whole generation of voices on the plains,
including mine, although I only just realized it.
Seeing myself in the mirror this way, I am uneasy with the image in the
glass, and I do not mean because of the crow's feet and the high hairline.
Surely my life is enriched by the recollection of experience evoked by sensory triggers. As someone who trades in the past for a living, though, do I
want to live there.^ Am I in danger of missing out on the potluck of pres29. Proust. Remembrance of Things Past, trans. Frederick A. Blossom, 2 vols. {New York:
Random House, 1941), 1:36.
'
30. Stegner, Wolf Willow, pp. 18-19.
31. Larry McMurtry, Walter Benjamin at the Dairy Queen: ReßeUions at Sixty and Beyond
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1999).
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ent and future sensory delights laid out before me on the level table ofthe
prairies because I am continually transported into memory? I did not
know Stegner personally, but from what I have read and heard, he lived a
life of restraint; he even gave up bourbon late in life.'-' In my reckoning,
his linear descendant is Kathleen Norris, who lives a self-proclaimed life
of monastic asceticism in Lemmon, South Dakota, and writes about it,
again and again, when the hills are full of juneberries ripe for tasting.3î I
say, walk out of Lemmon and crawl across the hills like Hugh Glass, or
like his chronicler, Frederick Manfred.34 Give your senses over to the
country. Fill your mouth and lungs with it.
Be like Chuck Suchy's old man when he was young, riding an Indian
motorcycle through the dust ofthe Missouri Slope.
Indian dreamer
Moon and machine
Man and motion
Indian

32. The standard biography of Stegner is Jackson J. Benson, Wallace Stegner. His Life and
Work (New York: Viking, 1996).
3}. Kathleen Norris, Dakota: A Spiritual Geography (New York: Ticknor & Fields, 1993),
The Cloister Walk (New York: Riverhead Books. 1996), Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith
(New York: Riverhead Books, 1998).
34. Frederick Manfred, Lord Grizzly (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1954}. Freya Manfred discussed her father's grassroots research on Hugh Glass's ordeal with my "North American
Plains" class at North Dakota State University on 3 February 2000.
35. Suchy, "Indian Dreamer."
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