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Chapter 1

The Move to the Ozarks

Let's go back a bit.

The year is 1894. The country is in
what's called a depression. That means people don’t have much money
and have no place to get any.

The prairie has a drought. That's
year after year of not enough rain in the springtime, and hardly
any at all in the summer.

Because of the depression and the
drought on the prairie, Almanzo and Laura Ingalls wilder and their
seven year old daughter Rose are moving to a place they have never
seen, and heard precious little about.

When Laura had moved with Ma and Pa
Ingalls from the big, dark woods of Wisconsin to the hot Kansas
prairie, and then to the flowered banks of Plum Creek in Minnesota,
and then to the little prairie town of De Smet, South Dakota, her
purplish blue eyes had always twinkled with anticipation. Moving to
a new home was exciting.

Pa Ingalls was not prone to stay
settled in one place. Somehow it always seemed easier to pick up
and move to a new spot than to stay put and fight it out where he
was.

And grown up Laura Ingalls Wilder,
who was still just as short as a half-pint, had moved just about as
much as Pa Ingalls.

When she and Almanzo were first
married, they lived on Almanzo's tree claim homestead. Then they
moved to their other homestead. Then they sold it, and
moved

back to the tree claim. Later, after
getting over diphtheria, they moved in with Almanzo's parents in
Minnesota. Then they moved to Florida for two years, and finally
moved back to De Smet, in town, in a rented house.

Now, on July 17, 1894, Laura,
Almanzo and Rose were moving again. This time 650 miles away, out
of South Dakota, all the way south across Iowa, then almost all the
way across Missouri, to the Ozark Mountains.

Let's try to imagine that morning,
through Laura's eyes:

_____________

Ma Ingalls stood with her arms
folded primly in front of her, her hair pulled tight in a bun, an
apron around her waist and her eyes wet and glistening. Ma had
always hated moving, and now precious little Laura was moving far
away.

Pa Ingalls stood with his hands on
his hips, and puffed on his pipe, faster than normal, with the
balls of smoke scurrying to disappear in the softly whooshing
wind.

And Laura's sisters Mary and Carrie
and Grace just stood there, ready to say good-bye, although they
hated to. Since Mary had gone blind, Laura had really seemed like
the oldest sister in the family, even though Mary really
was.

Sitting up on the wagon seat, with
Laura beside him and little Rose peering out from behind, Almanzo
lifted the reins, spoke to the horses, and they headed south.
Good-byes rang through the early morning frisky air, one after
another, and then a second time, and again. Laura and Almanzo were
really, really going to this far away, unknown place --

the Ozark Mountains of Missouri.

All eight shiny eyes stared hard,
those of Ma and Pa and Carrie and Grace. Though the memory was
blurred and tear stained, they would never forget the sight of the
waddling wagon. Mary couldn't watch them leave with her blind blue
eyes. She didn't stare with her wet eyes, but she listened to the
steps of the horses grow fainter, and fainter, and finally just
fade away.

The horses' heavy, plodding feet
stirred up little poofs of dust from the parched, powdery ground.
Long, skinny shadows thrown by the early sun crawled along their
west side, and the Congregational Church and the schoolhouse grew
smaller and smaller behind them. The boxy peddler's wagon waddled
slowly along, farther and farther, until sometime after nine
o'clock, the little prairie town, and Ma and Pa and Mary and Carrie
and Grace, disappeared between the burnt brown earth and the milky
blue sky.

_____________

So Laura left these beloved people
and the little town on the prairie, with all their memories.
Pleasant walks in the prairie grass with Mary, telling her
listening ears of every wildflower and every knoll. Long rides
around the lake when Almanzo was courting Laura. The school, the
church, the friends. All this faded in the dust behind the
wagon.

They also left in the dust bad
memories of life on the prairie. Seven years of drought had cost
Laura and Almanzo their two 160 acre homestead farms. Their first
house had burned. Their little baby boy had died. Almanzo's health
had been ruined by an attack of diphtheria. His left foot was
forever deformed, and afterward his hands always fumbled when he
harnessed the horses.

They were leaving the Dakota prairie
because life there had been too rough. Their life on the prairie
had been unhappy. That was why they were leaving. They were looking
for something better, a happy place, where life could be enjoyed,
not endured.

______________

When we came to Missouri in 1894,
we were looking for a place where the family health might make a
good average, for one of us was not able to stand the severe cold
of the north, while another could not live in the low altitude and
humid heat of the southern states.

Laura Ingalls Wilder

_____________

Land of the Big Red
Apple

In 1894, Laura and Almanzo knew
only one family in the Ozarks. The Sherwins had moved there from
Dakota and sent back beautiful pictures of rows and rows of green
apple trees buckling with big red apples. The Kansas City, Fort
Scott and Gulf Railroad had just built a line through southern
Missouri. They wanted farmers to move there and grow crops to ship
on their railroad, so they boldly advertised the area as
The Land of the Big Red Apple.

All Laura and Almanzo had was a
hundred dollars. They were going to use it to buy a farm in the
Land of the Big Red Apple, because of those beautiful pictures put
out by the railroad.
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