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“I think that if we examine our lives, we will find that most
good has come to us from the few loyalties, and a few discov-
eries made many generations before we were born, which
must always be made anew. These too may sometimes ap-
pear to come by chance, but in the infinite web of things and
events chance must be something different from what we
think it to be. To comprehend that is not given to us, and to
think of it is to recognize a mystery, and to acknowledge the
necessity of faith. As I look back on the part of the mystery
which is my own life, my own fable, what I am most aware of
is that we receive more than we can ever give; we receive it
from the past, on which we draw with every breath . . . ”
— Edwin Muir, An Autobiography

“Tell me the landscape in which you live, and I will tell you
who you are.”
— José Ortega y Gassett
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THE BEAUTIFUL PLACES

The Scarecrow sighed. “‘Of course I cannot understand it,”
he said. “If your heads were stuffed with straw like
mine, you would probably all live in the beautiful places,
and then Kansas would have no people at all. It is
fortunate for Kansas that you have brains.”

— L. Frank BauM, The Wizard of Oz

_EIE HIGH PLAINS, the beginning of the desert West, often
act as a crucible for those who inhabit them. Like Jacob’s angel,
the region requires that you wrestle with it before it bestows a
blessing. This can mean driving through a snowstorm on icy
roads, wondering whether you'll have to pull over and spend
the night in your car, only to emerge under tag ends of clouds
into a clear sky blazing with stars. Suddenly you know what
you're seeing: the earth has turned to face the center of the
galaxy, and many more stars are visible than the ones we usu-
ally see on our wing of the spiral.

Or a vivid double rainbow marches to the east, following the
wild summer storm that nearly blew you off the road. The
storm sky is gunmetal gray, but to the west the sky is peach
streaked with crimson. The land and sky of the West often fill
what Thoreau termed our “need to witness our limits trans-
gressed.” Nature, in Dakota, can indeed be an experience of
the holy.
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More Americans than ever, well over 70 percent, now live in
urban areas and tend to see Plains land as empty. What they
really mean is devoid of human presence. Most visitors to
Dakota travel on interstate highways that will take them as
quickly as possible through the region, past our larger cities to
such attractions as the Badlands and the Black Hills. Looking at
the expanse of land in between, they may wonder why a per-
son would choose to live in such a barren place, let alone love
it. But mostly they are bored: they turn up the car stereo, count
the miles to civilization, and look away.

Dakota is a painful reminder of human limits, just as cities
and shopping malls are attempts to deny them. This book is an
invitation to a land of little rain and few trees, dry summer
winds and harsh winters, a land rich in grass and sky and
surprises. On a crowded planet, this is a place inhabited by
few, and by the circumstance of inheritance, I am one of them.
Nearly twenty years ago I returned to the holy ground of my
childhood summers; I moved from New York City to the house
my mother had grown up in, in an isolated town on the border
between North and South Dakota.

More than any other place I lived as a child or young adult —
Virginia, Illinois, Hawaii, Vermont, New York — this is my
spiritual geography, the place where I've wrestled my story out
of the circumstances of landscape and inheritance. The word
“geography’’ derives from the Greek words for earth and writ-
ing, and writing about Dakota has been my means of under-
standing that inheritance and reclaiming what is holy in it. Of
course Dakota has always been such a matrix for its Native
American inhabitants. But their tradition is not mine, and in
returning to the Great Plains, where two generations of my
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family lived before me, I had to build on my own traditions,
those of the Christian West.

When a friend referred to the western Dakotas as the Cappa-
docia of North America, I was handed an essential connection
between the spirituality of the landscape I inhabit and that of
the fourth-century monastics who set up shop in Cappadocia
and the deserts of Egypt. Like those monks, I made a counter-
cultural choice to live in what the rest of the world considers
a barren waste. Like them, I had to stay in this place, like a
scarecrow in a field, and hope for the brains to see its beauty.
My idea of what makes a place beautiful had to change, and it
has. The city no longer appeals to me for the cultural experi-
ences and possessions I might acquire there, but because its
population is less homogenous than Plains society. Its holiness
is to be found in being open to humanity in all its diversity.
And the western Plains now seem bountiful in their emptiness,
offering solitude and room to grow.

I want to make it clear that my move did not take me “back to
the land” in the conventional sense. I did not strike out on my
own to make a go of it with “‘an acre and a cow,” as a Hungar-
ian friend naively imagined. As the homesteaders of the early
twentieth century soon found out, it is not possible to survive
on even 160 acres in western Dakota. My move was one that
took me deep into the meaning of inheritance, as I had to try to
fit myself into a complex network of long-established relation-
ships.

My husband and I live in the small house in Lemmon, South
Dakota, that my grandparents built in 1923. We moved there
after they died because my mother, brother, and sisters, who
live in Honolulu, did not want to hold an estate auction, the
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usual procedure when the beneficiaries of an inheritance on
the Plains live far away. I offered to move there and manage the
farm interests (land and a cattle herd) that my grandparents left
us. David Dwyer, my husband, also a poet, is a New York City
native who spent his childhood summers in the Adirondacks,
and he had enough sense of adventure to agree to this. We
expected to be in Dakota for just a few years.

It's hard to say why we stayed. A growing love of the prairie
landscape and the quiet of a small town, inertia, and because
as freelance writers, we found we had the survival skills suita-
ble for a frontier. We put together a crazy quilt of jobs: I worked
in the public library and as an artist-in-residence in schools
in both Dakotas; I also did freelance writing and bookkeep-
ing. David tended bar, wrote computer programs for a number
of businesses in the region, and did freelance translation of
French literature for several publishers. In 1979 we plunged
into the cable television business with some friends, one of
whom is an electronics expert. David learned how to climb
poles and put up the hardware, and I kept the books. It was a
good investment; after selling the company we found that we
had bought ourselves a good three years to write. In addition,
I still do bookkeeping for my family’s farm business: the land is
leased to people I've known all my life, people who have rented
our land for two generations and also farm their own land and
maintain their own cattle herds, an arrangement that is com-
mon in western Dakota.

In coming to terms with my inheritance, and pursuing my
vocation as a writer, I have learned, as both farmers and writers
have discovered before me, that it is not easy to remain on the
Plains. Only one of North Dakota’s best-known writers —
Richard Critchfield, Louise Erdrich, Lois Hudson, and Larry
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Woiwode — currently lives in the state. And writing the truth
about the Dakota experience can be a thankless task. I recently
discovered that Lois Hudson’s magnificent novel of the Dakota
Dust Bowl, The Bones of Plenty, a book arguably better than The
Grapes of Wrath, was unknown to teachers and librarians in a
town not thirty miles from where the novel is set. The shame
of it is that Hudson’s book could have helped these people
better understand their current situation, the economic crisis
forcing many families off the land. Excerpts from The Grapes of
Wrath were in a textbook used in the school, but students could
keep them at a safe distance, part of that remote entity called
“American literature” that has little relation to their lives.

The Plains are full of what a friend here calls ““good telling
stories,” and while our sense of being forgotten by the rest of
the world makes it all the more important that we preserve
them and pass them on, instead we often neglect them. Per-
versely, we do not even claim those stories which have attracted
national attention. Both John Neihardt and Frederick Manfred
have written about Hugh Glass, a hunter and trapper mauled
by a grizzly bear in 1823 near the fork of the Grand River
just south of Lemmon. Left for dead by his companions, he
crawled and limped some two hundred miles southeast, to the
trading post at Fort Kiowa on the Missouri River. Yet when
Manfred wanted to give a reading in Lemmon a few years ago,
the publicist was dismissed by a high school principal who
said, “Who’s he? Why would our students be interested?”
Manfred’s audience of eighty — large for Lemmon — con-
sisted mainly of the people who remembered him from visits
he’d made in the early 1950s while researching his novel Lord
Grizzly.

Thus are the young disenfranchised while their elders drown
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in details, “story” reduced to the social column of the weekly
newspaper that reports on family reunions, card parties, even
shopping excursions to a neighboring town. But real story is as
hardy as grass, and it survives in Dakota in oral form. Good
storytelling is one thing rural whites and Indians have in com-
mon. But Native Americans have learned through harsh neces-
sity that people who survive encroachment by another culture
need story to survive. And a storytelling tradition is something
Plains people share with both ancient and contemporary
monks: we learn our ways of being and reinforce our values by
telling tales about each other.

One of my favorite monastic stories concerns two fourth-
century monks who “spent fifty years mocking their tempta-
tions by saying ‘After this winter, we will leave here.” When
the summer came, they said, ‘After this summer, we will go
away from here.” They passed all their lives in this way.”” These
ancient monks sound remarkably like the farmers I know in
Dakota who live in what they laconically refer to as ‘‘next-year
country.”

We hold on to hopes for next year every year in western
Dakota: hoping that droughts will end; hoping that our crops
won’t be hailed out in the few rainstorms that come; hoping
that it won’t be too windy on the day we harvest, blowing
away five bushels an acre; hoping (usually against hope) that
if we get a fair crop, we'll be able to get a fair price for it.
Sometimes survival is the only blessing that the terrifying an-
gel of the Plains bestows. Still, there are those born and raised
here who can’t imagine living anywhere else. There are also
those who are drawn here — teachers willing to take the lowest
salaries in the nation; clergy with theological degrees from
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Princeton, Cambridge, and Zurich who want to serve small
rural churches — who find that they cannot remain for long.
Their professional mobility sets them apart and becomes a
liability in an isolated Plains community where outsiders are
treated with an uneasy mix of hospitality and rejection.

“Extremes,”” John R. Milton suggests in his history of South
Dakota, is “perhaps the key word for Dakota . . . What hap-
pens to extremes is that they come together, and the resultis a
kind of tension.” I make no attempt in this book to resolve the
tensions and contradictions I find in the Dakotas between hos-
pitality and insularity, change and inertia, stability and insta-
bility, possibility and limitation, between hope and despair,
between open hearts and closed minds.

I suspect that these are the ordinary contradictions of hu-
man life, and that they are so visible in Dakota because we
are so few people living in a stark landscape. We are at the
point of transition between East and West in America, geo-
graphically and psychically isolated from either coast, and un-
like either the Midwest or the desert West. South Dakota has
been dubbed both the Sunshine State and the Blizzard State,
and both designations have a basis in fact. Without a strong
identity we become a mythic void; ““the Great Desolation,” as
novelist Ole Rolvaag wrote early in this century, or “The
American Outback,” as Newsweek designated us a few years
ago.

Geographical and cultural identity is confused even within
the Dakotas. The eastern regions of both states have more in
common with each other than with the area west of the Mis-
souri, colloquially called the “West River.” Although I com-
monly use the term “Dakota” to refer to both Dakotas, most of
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my experience is centered in this western region, and it seems
to me that especially in western Dakota we live in tension
between myth and truth. Are we cowboys or farmers? Are we
fiercely independent frontier types or community builders?
One myth that haunts us is that the small town is a stable place.
The land around us was divided neatly in 160-acre rectangular
sections, following the Homestead Act of 1863 (creating many
section-line roads with go-degree turns). But our human geog-
raphy has never been as orderly. The western Dakota commu-
nities settled by whites are, and always have been, remarkably
unstable. The Dakotas have always been a place to be from:
some 8o percent of homesteaders left within the first twenty
years of settlement, and our boom-and-bust agricultural and
oil industry economy has kept people moving in and out
(mostly out) ever since. Many small-town schools and pulpits
operate with revolving doors, adding to the instability.

When I look at the losses we’ve sustained in western Dakota
since 1986 (about one fifth of the population in Perkins County,
where I live, and a full third in neighboring Corson County)
and at the human cost in terms of anger, distrust, and grief, it
is the prairie descendants of the ancient desert monastics, the
monks and nuns of Benedictine communities in the Dakotas,
who inspire me to hope. One of the vows a Benedictine makes
is stability: commitment to a particular community, a particular
place. If this vow is countercultural by contemporary American
standards, it is countercultural in the way that life on the Plains
often calls us to be. Benedictines represent continuity in the
boom-and-bust cycles of the Plains; they incarnate, and can
articulate, the reasons people want to stay.

Terrence Kardong, a monk at an abbey in Dakota founded
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roughly a thousand years after their European motherhouse,
has termed the Great Plains “a school for humility,” humility
being one goal of Benedictine life. He writes, “in this eccentric
environment . . . certainly one is made aware that things are
not entirely in control.” In fact, he says, the Plains offer con-
stant reminders that “we are quite powerless over circum-
stance.” His abbey, like many Great Plains communities with
an agricultural base, had a direct experience of powerlessness,
going bankrupt in the 1920s. Then, and at several other times
in the community’s history, the monks were urged to move to
a more urban environment.

Kardong writes, “We may be crazy, but we are not necessar-
ily stupid . . . We built these buildings ourselves. We've culti-
vated these fields since the turn of the century. We watched
from our dining room window the mirage of the Killdeer
Mountains rise and fall on the horizon. We collected a library
full of local history books and they belong here, not in Prince-
ton. Fifty of our brothers lie down the hill in our cemetery. We
have become as indigenous as the cottonwood trees . . . If you
take us somewhere else, we lose our character, our history —
maybe our soul.”

A monk does not speak lightly of the soul, and Kardong
finds in the Plains the stimulus to develop an inner geography.
“A monk isn’t supposed to need all kinds of flashy surround-
ings. We're supposed to have a beautiful inner landscape.
Watching a storm pass from horizon to horizon fills your soul
with reverence. It makes your soul expand to fill the sky.”

Monks are accustomed to taking the long view, another
countercultural stance in our fast-paced, anything-for-a-buck
society which has cortupted even the culture of farming into
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“‘agribusiness.’”” Kardong and many other writers of the desert
West, including myself, are really speaking of values when they
find beauty in this land no one wants. He writes: “We who are
permanently camped here see things you don’t see at 55
m.p.h. . . . We see white-faced calves basking in the spring
grass like the lilies of the field. We see a chinook wind in
January make rivulets run. We see dust-devils and lots of little
things. We are grateful.”

The so-called emptiness of the Plains is full of such miracu-
lous “little things.” The way native grasses spring back from a
drought, greening before your eyes; the way a snowy owl sits
on a fencepost, or a golden eagle hunts, wings outstretched
over grassland that seems to go on forever. Pelicans rise noisily
from a lake; an antelope stands stock-still, its tattooed neck like
a message in unbreakable code; columbines, their long stems
beaten down by hail, bloom in the mud, their whimsical and
delicate flowers intact. One might see a herd of white-tailed
deer jumping a fence; fox cubs wrestling at the door of their
lair; cock pheasants stepping out of a medieval tapestry into
windrowed hay; cattle bunched in the southeast corner of a
pasture, anticipating a storm in the approaching thunder-
heads. And above all, one notices the quiet, the near-absence
of human noise.

My spiritual geography is a study in contrasts. The three
places with which I have the deepest affinity are Hawaii, where
I spent my adolescent years; New York City, where I worked
after college; and western South Dakota. Like many Americans
of their generation, my parents left their small-town roots in
the 1930s and moved often. Except for the family home in
Honolulu — its yard rich with fruits and flowers (pomegran-



