THINGS I DISCOVERED ON A JOURNEY DOWN HIGHWAY 14

John E. Miller


It’s a great honor and privilege to have been invited to be part of this program today on “A Place Called Home.”  And a great pleasure.  I want to thank Joe Amato for the invitation and Southwest State University for being so helpful and welcoming.


I feel right at home here today not just because I have a professional interest in small towns as a historian, but also because I’m a small town boy myself, having grown up in six Midwestern towns, ranging in population from 70 to 5,000, plus one brand-new suburb of Chicago, whose population was growing by several thousand people a year at the time my family was living there during the late 1950s and early 1960s.  Now, my wife Kathy and I live in Brookings, the fifth largest town in South Dakota, with a population in the 2000 census of 18,504.  Our two children live in much larger places: daughter Ann in New Haven, Connecticut (population: 124,000), and son Tom in Chicago (2,900,000).  They may come back to South Dakota some day, but I’m not sure.  It depends on where their careers, and those of their spouses, take them.  They have become part of that massive out-migration of young people from small towns and rural areas that has been going on for decades and which constitutes perhaps the most talked-about social problem--or challenge--in this region, one that exists all across the nation, indeed, all around the world.


For a long time now, I’ve enjoyed writing and have directed many of my energies into writing.  It all goes back to learning how to read on Dick and Jane books and Landmark books as a kid, progressing to baseball magazines and newspaper sports sections, and deciding that if I couldn’t be a major league baseball player, I could always be a sportswriter.  I always rather enjoyed writing themes and term papers in English and history classes in high school and college and loved working on my master’s thesis and Ph.D. dissertation in graduate school.  So when I finally got a job teaching history after finishing up at the University of Wisconsin in 1973, it was only natural to direct a lot of my energies into continuing to research and write.  My first several summers in Brookings were devoted largely to rewriting my dissertation on Depression era Wisconsin Governor Philip La Follette, and then rewriting it again one or twice, in search of a press willing to publish it.  After that, I turned to articles, concentrating on regional and South Dakota topics, working hard to try to find time during the school year to do it and relying on summer vacations to get the job done.  As a rule of thumb, while teaching a regular 4-4 course load (4 courses each semester), my research time dwindled to just a few hours a week after tests started rolling in during the 4th or 5th week of every semester.


I enjoyed doing political history and still do, but by 1985, when the first sabbatical rolled around, I had decided to write a book about small towns.  That’s why I was excited to learn that Joe Amato and colleagues were working on a collection dealing with small town Midwestern history, and why I was not disappointed to pick up and read the volume that he, Richard Davies, and David Pichaske have edited and whose title serves as the theme for this conference.  I take a little bit of credit for the essay on Clear Lake during the 30s and 40s by Alan Woolworth, because I think it was my interviewing him about his memories of Clear Lake for a project that I and some colleagues at South Dakota State University have been working on the topic of small town community led Alan to go ahead and write his memoir of those years that is included in this volume.


History of place and of home, of region, of locality--call it what you will--is ready, I think, to take its rightful place on the stage of the historical profession in America.  Or, perhaps more accurately, it is ready to return to its rightful place, having occupied center stage for many decades during the colonial era and early 1800s, until national history lured teachers and writers away from local history, relegating it to the so-called amateurs and to state and local historical societies, who were deemed to be too parochial and narrow-minded in their thinking to be much account.  In recent decades, local history has returned to a place of importance in several venues.  New England colonial towns had a hot spell there for a while.  European historians such as Emmanuel LeRoy Ladurie demonstrated how sophisticated and informative studies of small communities could be.  Sociologists, from the Lynds, who made “Middletown” famous, to W. Lloyd Warner, who wrote about “Yankee City” and democracy in “Jonesville,” further directed attention to local communities.  Recently, Robert Putnam of Harvard, whose Bowling Alone (2000) has added a new phrase to our vocabulary, is one among a host of scholars in a variety of disciplines to point to the decline of community and social capital in the United States.  The time is ripe, it seems, for serious study of community, localities, and small towns, to complement the study of larger towns and cities, which has engaged urban historians and those in other disciplines for a long time now.


While these intellectual trends provide a context for our increasing interest in small towns, the main thing drawing me to them is my background, as already noted, as a small town boy from the Midwest.  In fact, that’s the topic of a book I’ve been working on, on and off, for four years now, with the tentative title of Small Town Boys: Looking at America through the Lives of Prominent Midwesterners.  Twenty-two of them, as planned currently, are on the list, including Lawrence Welk, Johnny Carson, Sinclair Lewis, Henry Ford, Sam Walton, Ernie Pyle, James Dean, and Bob Feller.  Included are writers, artists, businessmen, politicians, athletes, and newspapermen.  All men.  No women.  All Midwesterners.  All from small towns or farms.  I think it’s time to pay more attention to small towns.  And to focus on the Midwest.  There once was a time when small town boys from the Midwest ruled the country, metaphorically speaking--politically, economically, socially.  People didn’t ask, “Why small towns?”  Or, “Why just the Midwest?”  It was pretty self-evident that the subject was significant.  Just add to the list the names of Abraham Lincoln, Mark Twain, Thomas Edison, William Jennings Bryan, Frederick Jackson Turner, Carl Sandburg, and so forth.  The question, “Why no women on the list?” is a legitimate and important one, which I shall answer simply by saying, I’ve paid at least some dues with two books on Laura Ingalls Wilder, and I would sure like to read your book about small town girls from the Midwest.  It should be an interesting one.  


Thus, Amato, Davies, and Pichaske’s book on small-town Midwesterners is one whose concept I heartily applaud and whose execution, having read it, I can only say, is outstanding.  The selections from authors ranging from Mark Twain, Hamlin Garland, and Willa Cather to Lewis Atherton, Garrison Keillor, and John Hudson are eminently readable and relevant, providing a wide range of viewpoints on various aspects of life in the Midwest over time, and the historical sections and introductions provided by the editors are excellent for placing the pieces in historical context and for outlining the constant process of change that transformed the Midwest during the past two centuries.


My purpose in writing Looking for History on Highway 14 was more modest, but similar in intent.  Despite the title, it is not a road book, as such.  Rather, as stated in the introduction when the book came out in 1993, “I wanted to do some small town history.” (x)  And instead of trying to cover the entire Midwest, I selected a series of towns on Federal Highway 14 in South Dakota, looking at fifteen of the thirty towns between the Minnesota border and Wall, where Highway 14 merges into Interstate 90, with a final chapter on Mount Rushmore, which is linked to the highway by being the destination of many who travel it and also because the original concept for carving historical figures on the mountain was first publicly unveiled in 1924 at a meeting in Huron of the Black and Yellow Trail Association, the Black and Yellow Trail being the same route as Highway 14 (which, like other federal highways, did not get numbered as a federal highway until two years later). 


A little history here.  In 1982, I was part of a group of five humanities scholars at South Dakota State University who obtained a small grant from the State Humanities Committee to initiate and conduct humanities programs in fifteen towns within a fifty- or sixty-mile radius of Brookings.  One of my towns was Bruce, a small community fifteen miles northwest of Brookings, which I briefly considered writing a history of, then thought better of it.  Writing a history of a town, such as Richard O. Davies’ wonderful book on his hometown of Camden, Ohio, is a great idea, but Bruce’s small size (2000 pop. = 272) works against it.  Then I thought I’d identify a collection of towns and write the definitive historical account of the profound historical changes that occurred in them from settlement, when the railroad came into the area in 1879-80, to around 1920.  I planned to keep track of the first telephone systems, sewer lines, town parks, electrification, etc. and write about social, economic, and political changes in the spirit of the Lynds’ Middletown.  It would be comparative, looking at about a dozen towns, and be a path-breaking effort that would help stimulate a whole school of Midwestern small town studies.  That was the idea.  By picking towns along a stretch of highway, specifically Highway 14, which runs through Brookings, I’d have both a variety of different sizes and developmental stages but also a coherent set of towns that displayed significant similarity.  Thereby being able to have my cake and eat it, too.  Several summers of reading newspapers and searching out other evidence on these towns, however, convinced me that this project would not be finished before I retired, so I switched gears and reconceived the project.


Instead of writing a definitive history of small town development over a specific period of time, I decided to write a series of chapters, each focusing on a single town, that would illustrate a variety of themes and perspectives from which to think about the history of small towns.  On sabbatical leave during the fall of 1985, I had gone into every town from Elton to Wall and given a slide-illustrated program in most of them on “The History of Towns on Highway 14,” which had been a way to get my foot in the door to line up interviews and search for any written histories and other primary sources that might illuminate the histories of the towns.  With about 120 interviews on tape, extensive newspaper reading on five or six of the towns completed, acquisition of most of the town histories that had been written, and other sources consulted, as well as from my own personal observations while visiting the towns and talking to the people there, I sat down to write my chapters.


A number of topics were either so obvious that they had to be included or were so interesting that it would have been foolish to leave them out.  I had to write about the highway itself and how it got started and about the railroad, which established the original route of the highway.  The highway got featured in the first chapter, in Elkton, and in the railroad in the chapter on Huron, which had been selected as the railroad division point for the area even before the town was built.  Fort Pierre, it quickly became obvious, was the most historic spot in the state, and that became the subtitle of that chapter.  Since the book was going to be about small town history, it would also make sense to have one of the chapters deal with ways in which people conceive of their own history, which worked out nicely as the theme for chapter two on Brookings, my home since 1974.  Including DeSmet--the “Little Town on the Prairie”--inspiration for four of the books in Laura Ingalls Wilder’s “Little House” series of children’s novels (plus one posthumously-published novel aimed more at an adult audience) was a natural choice, as was Manchester, home of South Dakota’s most famous and popular artist, Harvey Dunn.  Wall Drug Store, one of the state’s most visible tourist sites, had a surprisingly large amount of history contained in it, so that got included.  And Mount Rushmore turned out to be all about history--as well as about tourism and patriotism--so that became a nice destination for the journey and a nice way to finish the book.


I called the finished product a historical-journalistic travelogue, hoping that, in addition to accurately describing the nature of the book, it would also appeal to potential readers.  It is historical in nature, obviously, and also journalistic in the sense that I include a lot of personal observations and comments by people I interviewed, as well as citing material from contemporary news accounts.  And it is a travelogue in the sense that the book proceeds down the highway from east to west, discussing each town in succession till the book ends at Mount Rushmore.  But the book is not a conventional travel book and suffers, I am afraid, from a genre identity problem.  In the introduction, I tried to put it in the context of other books that have been based on travels and research, making the case that travelers can learn a lot about a place’s history if they are willing to slow down, get off the Interstates and onto the “Blue Highways” (a la William Least Heat Moon), and hang around to do some serious digging and talking with people about the history of an area.  Beyond that, however, the book is an argument for going further and doing historical research in museums, newspapers, local history books, archival records, and any other sources that are available.  History can be found in the most surprising places.  Most of all, one needs to be attentive and imaginative and be ready to learn about history in the most unexpected places.


I’ll have to admit: I had driven Highway 14 many times before 1985 and, like most drivers probably, had not really given the road and the towns along it much thought.  When I did, I assumed there was a lot of history lurking there.  But honestly, a simple glance at the landscape, the road itself, and the towns it connects would probably not lead the average person to think that these places were full of historical treasures.  So much of it remains hidden, and a great deal of it, in fact, has already been destroyed, as boxes of photographs get dumped, buildings get torn down, letters get trashed, books get thrown out, and people’s memories disappear when they are buried.  “While the title of this book is Looking for History on Highway 14,” I wrote in the introduction, “it might also be called Looking for Meaning on Highway 14, since always, in looking at the past and for its traces, we are trying to discover the meaning it ultimately has for us.” (xviii)


Finally, in addition to trying to illustrate and model an attentive and imaginative reading of the history of a group of small towns in South Dakota as a way of getting at the history of small towns in general, I wanted to suggest the necessarily interdisciplinary nature of any such task.  There is much to learn from other approaches and methodologies, such as historical geography, oral history, literary criticism, the American Studies movement, material culture studies, and the study of visual culture, including photography and art.  By mentioning these other approaches in my introduction, I was making a pitch to teachers in those areas to consider using the book in their courses as a way of illustrating some of the ways in which these approaches could help unlock the secrets of the small town experience.


So where did my journey take me?  And what did I learn along the way?


Geographers would not be surprised to hear that location is important.  While it is a cliché to say that on the Great Plains the railroads determined the location of towns in a basically arbitrary fashion (most of the towns, in fact, could have been located almost any place in an area but were spaced at intervals to meet the needs of the railroads and the farmers using their services), several towns or places benefited from their natural or strategic locations.  Mount Rushmore, perhaps most dramatically: it got presidential faces carved on its peak because of the suitable nature of the protruding rock formation and the way the sun’s rays hit it.  Wall’s location on two different highways (14 and 16), its proximity to tourist attractions in the Badlands, and, later on, its nearness to the intersection of Highway 14 and Interstate 90 all contributed to its growth as a world-famous tourist attraction.  But one must also credit the imagination and industry of Ted and Dorothy Hustead in pulling people in off the highway to get their free ice water and shop for trinkets.  Fort Pierre’s location where the Bad River flows into the Missouri was crucial to its historical prominence from prehistoric times to the present.  Huron’s choice as a division point where the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad crossed the James River pointed in the direction of its future development, and for awhile it appeared that it might, indeed, fulfill its aspiration to be “the center town” of eastern South Dakota.  But its central location in the James River Valley and in the agricultural region of East River South Dakota failed to obtain for it the state capital, and most of its other ventures in economic development and municipal advancement likewise largely failed to live up to expectations.  Like the other six county seats on Highway 14 between Minnesota and the Missouri River, Huron’s central location in the county (Pierre was the exception among the six, being located on the river on the edge of the county) helped it get the county seat designation, and the county seats have remained the largest towns on the highway. 


More important in many ways than geography and physical location over time have been the impact of technology and changes in material culture.  The railroad was responsible for all of the towns along the highway, as all of the ones east of the Missouri River were established soon after the railroad came through in 1879 and 1880, and the ones west of the river grew up later in 1906 and 1907, when the railroad bridged the Missouri River and proceeded west from Fort Pierre to Rapid City.  Railroad depots were “hot spots” in a community, serving as a physical, as well as symbolic, point of connection between the townspeople and farmers on the one hand and larger towns and metropolitan places outside of the state on the other.  People’s thoughts naturally turned east toward Minneapolis and Chicago, as well as south toward Sioux City, and, to a lesser degree, Omaha.  The chapter on Huron focuses on the railroad’s impact of people, and the one on Midland deals with railroad depots.  In 1985, I was able to find out what had happened to most of the old depots, as they had been moved to new locations and/or converted into history museums, radio stations, houses, storage buildings, or other uses.  Since then, many of them have been torn down or further relocated.


As soon as cars began appearing on Main Streets around 1906, the days of the railroad were numbered, although it took several decades for the full implications of increased highway traffic to work themselves out.  If cars and trucks eventually led to the decline of the railroad, they also transformed farm families’ consumption patterns, made possible the “Saturday Night” ritual that was ubiquitous in the Midwest from the 1920s through the 1950s, dissolved old distinctions between countryside and town, facilitated school consolidation and the disappearance of rural schools, churches, and township halls, broke down the effective monopolies that some town businesses, at least, were able to maintain in their trade areas and the subsequent rise of chain stores and discount stores, underwrote the development of wide-ranging athletic conferences, replacing ad hoc arrangement of interscholastic sports competition between nearby schools, and caused the smallest towns to decline while supporting the growth of the larger market centers.


Material culture in the form of buildings and places gets a lot of attention in Highway 14.  So many things happened over the years in Manchester’s town hall that “Whitey” Woodall remarked as we got out of my car to visit it in 1985, “If the walls could only talk!” (74)  Jim Ingram of Philip, likewise noted, in showing me around his hardware store, the former town auditorium, built in 1936 with funds from the WPA, “This old place holds lots of memories.” (194)  Much of the history of small towns is associated in people’s minds with these kinds of buildings and places, including courthouses, schools, parks, swimming pools, churches, restaurants, pool halls, opera houses, movie theaters, baseball diamonds, gymnasiums, private homes, and the list could go on and on.   Courthouses, and the battles over county seat locations, are featured in the chapter on Highmore, which, as the most centrally located town in Hyde County, won out over Holabird in the vote on where to locate the county seat.  In that chapter and a couple of other places I discuss the physical layouts of the towns, noting the importance of the grid and the cookie-cutter approach taken in platting out the towns by the surveyors of the Western Town Lot Company, a subsidiary of the Chicago and Northwestern Railroad, as well as by surveyors for other groups that platted out towns were the railroad was not involved.


It struck me that the layouts of the towns, with their grid forms, and the nearly ubiquitous perpendicular Main Street, bisecting the railroad tracks, established two axes of development--one along the railroad tracks and one along Main Street--and made it likely that certain activities would bunch themselves is discrete parts of town.  The tracks themselves, for instance, almost always divided the town between the “good” side of town and “the other side of the tracks,” or the less prosperous part of town.  If we might say that physical location privileged certain families, groups, and institutions, so also did the progression of time lead to a bunching of significant and insignificant activities at certain moments.  The movement of clock and calendar time in small towns divides times that are more significant from those that are less significant.  Thus, days like Memorial Day, Fourth of July, and a town’s “Gala Day” stand out as historically significant, as do the days when prominent figures, such as Theodore Roosevelt, Robert La Follette, and Carry Nation, came to town.  Beyond that, town histories record significant events in the forms of fires, floods, windstorms, train wrecks, murders, elections, the erection of new structures, business startups and failures, etc. 


Ray Oldenburg’s wonderful book, The Great Good Place, tells how places where people gather to eat, drink, play, talk, and, in general, socialize are a public treasure, often overlooked and certainly underappreciated as sources of communal ties and reinforcers of social unity.  Commentators ranging from Robert Bellah and Christopher Lasch to Robert Putnam and Amitai Etzioni have reminded us in recent years how tenuous have become the kinds of connections that used to bind communities together.  The most interesting as well as the most universal story I heard everywhere I went in 1985 and later while researching my book was that of the Saturday Night experience, which virtually everyone recalled with considerable nostalgia.  Very quickly, I knew I could get a quick response whenever I’d ask, “Was this a Saturday Night town.”  Without hesitation, almost everyone I asked would respond, “Why, sure it was.  Everybody went to town on Saturday night.”  Well, not quite everybody.  I actually had some people admit that their family didn’t go to town on Saturday night, and there were even a few who didn’t know what I was talking about.  But not many.  

The fascinating part was not only that seemingly everybody gathered on Main Street in small town South Dakota, at least in summer time, between World War I and about 1960, but that their descriptions were grooved in similar patterns.  Townspeople often drove their cars downtown early so they could eat supper and then walk back and sit in them and watch people walk by on the sidewalk and strike up conversations with friends and acquaintances.  Kids would be given a nickel, a dime, or a quarter to spend on candy or a movie.  Cream and eggs would be taken in to a grocery store or produce station and a ticket would be given to be cashed in for groceries later.  In back, the eggs would be candled and packed into crates containing 30 dozen eggs.  Women would gossip with their friends, often on benches in the stores.  Men would prop their feet on bumpers or running boards as they conversed or they would stop by the pool hall or hang out at the grain elevator.  Storekeepers would stay open till late, often past midnight, until the last customers had come in.  Barbershops would be busy, and movie theatres would do a good business.  One third or more of Main Street’s weekly business would be transacted on Saturday night.


These depictions of Saturday night with their narrative regularities can be compared to the kinds of patterns that emerge in other kinds of evidence one finds in doing local history.  My purposes in writing this book were not simply to try to uncover what happened in these small towns (a book of this length could never aspire to be comprehensive in that respect), but also to comment on how those happenings and developments were comprehended and remembered by people.  The book is as much an exercise in historical memory as in historical fact.  Certain patterns seemed to emerge in this regard.  The chapter on Brookings, subtitled “Looking for History in Small Town America,” takes note of some of the conventions of historical memory as it focuses on small towns.  As written in local history books, newspaper accounts, historical pageants, historical calendars, and biographies, it tends to reduce amorphous, disorderly facts and experiences to bounded, repeatable, orderly patterns.  It assumes that people are the makers of their own history, while playing down the importance of broad social and economic forces.  It focuses upon individual lives, and tends to elevate certain ones to heroic status.  Special attention goes to firsts--the first settlers, buildings, stores, post offices, churches, automobiles, etc.  Once the town has been established, narratives of its history are often built around disasters, famous visitors to town, oddities, architectural developments, technological improvements, and special local interests.  The recent past usually gets short-changed, in favor of pioneering developments.  There is a tendency toward hagiography and mythology.  “People,” I wrote, “have a tendency to tolerate reality only in small doses; something smacking of a full, objective accounting of political issues, power relationships, and social conflicts existing in a small town may seem to them to be not only undesirable but downright subversive.” (29)


The objective historian, on the other hand, will follow the advice of historian Elizabeth Fox-Genovese.  “History, at least good history, in contrast to antiquarianism, is inescapably structural,” she notes.  “By structural, I mean that history must disclose and reconstruct the conditions of consciousness and action, with conditions understood as systems of social relations, including relations between women and men, between rich and poor, between the powerful and powerless; among those of different faiths, different races, and different classes.” (34)  That histories written at the local level, in whatever form they are packaged, usually do not accomplish this is pretty obvious.  Many of my examples in the chapter on Brookings relate to the town’s centennial celebration in 1979.  Now, we are gearing up for the 125th anniversary, beginning with a dinner in the Ram Pub (the former First National Bank), which will feature local actors and actresses playing historical figures in eight different approximately eight-minute monologues or dialogues.  I “volunteered” to write two of the monologues--on Sheriff Hank Claussen and Professor H.B. Mathews, the man who solicited the donation for building SDSU’s beautiful campanile.  Yes, it does seem like déjà vu all over again.  Actually, I think these little skits are going to add some historical enlightenment as well as entertainment to the celebration.


Other modes of historical evidence and representations I concentrate on in the book are newspaper stories, photographs, literature, and art.  They, too, are useful, but need to be used with skepticism and judgment.  Since newspaper stories are indeed not only frequently the “first draft of history” but often the only source we have of historical fact, we are heavily dependent upon them for the stories we tell.  George Niederauer, the local historian highlighted in the chapter on Miller, illustrates how much one can learn by careful combing of the paragraph items in old newspapers.  While mistakes are often made in newspapers stories and error then gets repeated, ad infinitum, the greater problem is everything newspapers leave out.  We can learn a lot about a town by reading old newspapers--otherwise why would we spend weeks and months reading them, dredging for historical information, but it’s worthwhile listening to the comment of a wise observer, “The really important things that happen in a town never get printed in the local newspaper.”


Photographs behave similarly.  They present unique and wonderful sources of information, but they must be used with care.  From the day the first train arrived in Philip in 1907, photographer Gus Johnson accumulated an archive of thousands of photographs of Main Street scenes, banks and stores, Fourth of July celebrations, parades, floods, fires, homes, barns, schoolchildren, train wrecks, circuses, and dozens of other subjects.  Not just one fire, but each of the first seven fires in town, or fires big enough to merit attention, all carefully identified and numbered.  We are fascinated by and interested in what we can learn from these photographs.  But a word from Susan Sontag is on order here, as she reminds us that “the camera’s rendering of reality must always hide more that it discloses.” (188)  Further information is needed to supplement the evidence contained in photographic reproductions.


Likewise, with art.  Harvey Dunn’s prairie paintings present wonderfully evocative portrayals of life on the frontier that he grew up in near Manchester during the 1880s and 1890s just a dozen miles west of where Laura Ingalls and her family homesteaded.  By any standard a realist, Dunn evoked the kind of life that was lived by homesteaders on the bare Dakota prairie.  And Dunn was passionately devoted to the truth.  But feeling was necessary, too, to capture the drama and the spirit of the people.  “Look a little at the model and a lot inside,” he told students in his art classes.  “Paint more with feeling than with thought.” (68)  Laura Ingalls Wilder, writing her books about De Smet when she was in her seventies, likewise mixed remembered fact with feeling to construct some of the most beloved children’s literature ever written in America.  While insisting to others that her books were entirely factual, she and her daughter Rose Wilder Lane, who collaborated with her in writing the novels, knew full well that they were writing fiction, elaborating on fact, transposing time, combining characters, eliminating much material while making up many things as the narrative demanded it, and, in general, playing with facts as the situation required.  Yet, her prairie novels remain some of the most popular sources of people’s knowledge of the frontier that have ever been written.  Her gift for storytelling fits well with historian David Lowenthal’s observation that “the contingent and discontinuous facts of the past become intelligible only when woven together as stories.” (55)  Or, he might have added, when integrated in art, as in Harvey Dunn’s paintings.  Dunn and Wilder, I think, are as popular as they are in large part for what they left out as for what they put in.  Their work, for the most part, is devoid of politics, and in large measure conflict is left out, too, and power relationships--the kinds of things that Fox-Genovese reminds us are the warp and woof of history.  In other words, there is a place for objective historians to come into the picture and take their shot at the past, delineating it in all of its drama, interest, and excitement, as well as in all of its complexity, contradictions, conflicts, and power relationships, revealing the dark side as well as the brighter side of historical change.


One of my most memorable experiences in working on the book was visiting with Professor Theodore Schultz at the University of Chicago in 1989, when he was 87 years old.  He gave me generously of his time and recollections.  But, then, you might say, wouldn’t someone that age have a lot of time on his hands?  Not Ted.  He noted that he was sitting in on a doctoral dissertation defense that afternoon and once during the interview blurted out, “So much to do, so little time to do it!”  It was that kind of devotion to hard work that he talked about in his interview and that, no doubt, along with his brilliant mind won him the Nobel Prize in economics.  Our conversation came to focus on the changing nature of community in and around Badger and Arlington, two of towns near his family’s farm.  After years of living in Chicago, Schultz retained strong ties to his family and friends in South Dakota, returning for frequent visits until he died, but he took a hardheaded, academic view of the forces operating on the land and small towns.  Community, he was convinced, would survive, but in different form.  The automobile and other technologies had changed everything, and people would have to get used to driving longer distances and conceiving of their locality as covering a much larger area than they had while he was a kid growing up on the farm.  The best thing that had happened to farmers, he thought, was that their numbers had declined.  That was a sign of their growing efficiency and made possible increased incomes for them.  If this meant that small towns would wither and die as population on the countryside declined, that was an inexorable process that people would have to accommodate themselves to.  But he viewed this as no cause for despair.  Change was continuous and inevitable.


If there is one impression that remains with me eighteen years after I first went out on the road in search of history on highway 14, it is that fact.  Change in rural and small town America is continuous.  Ted Schultz is gone--he’d be 101 years old today--and many of the other key figures highlighted in the book have also passed on.  Many of the buildings are gone or have been converted to different uses.  Thinking of the heartwarming story of how people dug deep into their pockets to contribute to the building of the Centennial Café in Harrold: the last time I dropped through town it had been converted into a bar, as had the Bohning Store across the street.  Perhaps the ultimate lesson we can take from studying history is that change will come.  Our task is to sort out the permanent from the transient and try to hold on to what is truly valuable, while accommodating ourselves to the inevitable losses that come and welcoming the accompanying progress and improvement that go along with change.
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